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Conventional wisdom states vision is a requirement of husiness leadership,

but the husiness community suffers from confusion and inconsistent
application of the concept. A critical analysis of the concept reveals its

popularity is based on rhetoric rather than a clear conceptualization of the
term. (The term's literal meaning is the "experience of seeing God".) Without
an academically useful definition, "vision" collapses under the weight of

disparate and conflicting ideas. This thesis proposes that the problems with
"vision" may be resolved by discarding the term completely and then
separating the structure and function of leadership from the behavior of
leaders and followers. A "vision-free" model of business leadership is
presented that defines leadership in clearer terms, without the inherent
problems associated with "vision."
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Chapter 1. Thesis Problem
Seeiug Vision Everywhere
Visiort, is to leader as conlpass is to pilot. Without the former, the

latter is

lost. Much of the current leadership literature suggests this analory is a fact
of business life. Conventional wisdom states vision is an essential element of

effective business leadership.

In

1995, the International Consortium for

Executive Development Research surveyed 1,450 managers to determine

what these managers believed to be the critical competencies of future
leaders. The top-ranking competency was the ability to express a corporate

vision ("Leadership Competencies," 1995). Managers around the world have
embraced the vision mantra.

The word "vision" routinely appears on the pages of popular business
books and in the media, and the concept of vision is a central theme of

leadership. Presidential candidate George Bush Sr. unwittingly made
debated topic during the 1992 presidential election by calling

it a

it the "vision

thing." Manfred Kets de Vries, distinguished management scholar, declared
"There can be no leadership without vision" (Kets de Vries, 1994, p. 73). The
one central and essential element in models of transformational, charismatic,

and visionary leadership is vision (House & Shamir, 1993). "Vision" and

"visionary" are words held in such high esteem they are typically reserved for
persons worthy of hero status, and are words commonly recited as gospel in

conversations about business leadership.
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The corporate world has been seduced by "vision" and understandably so.
The word is powerful and has significant rhetorical allure, suggesting an

aura of credibility and hope.

It connotes

someone who is far-sighted and

inspiring, able to see and realize future opportunities for the organization.
Why would anyone object to the notion business leaders need to have the
equivalent of Superman's x-ray vision? The problem is that to have x-ray
vision one needs to be Superman, and the association of vision with the hero
model of leadership is just one of several serious issues addressed in this
thesis.
As is true with many words, what seems to be obvious is not as clear upon
close inspection" Leadership vision can look like a big white cloud in the sky.

From far away

it looks substantial,

easy to touch, hold, and describe. Anyone

who has flown into a cloud knows. however, that as one gets closer,

it

gets

foggier.
W'ords and concepts should be our tools, not our masters. Most words are
packed with meaning, and while language always includes ambiguity and

nuance, sloppy usage is not helpful. If the goal is to help leaders and thus
make headway toward improving learlership, then any words or concepts that
create confusion or are empirically indefensible are not useful. There are no

leadership recipes that ensure success, but at a minimum the leadership

Iiterature should provide practical, coherent guidance that can be traced to
sound concepts and credible empirical work. Leadership vision does not meet
these criteria.
Craig A. Dowd
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It is important to clarify two points at the outset. One, there is no
objection to the use of the word "visionary" in everyday conversation.

It

is

common to use academically imprecise words to convey thoughts and

feelings. Other adjectives that convey admiration and affection include
heroic, inspiring, and profound. When these words are used there is no need

to dive into a theoretical discussion ahout their precise meanings. In casual
conversation every term need not have an operational defrnition.
Irievertheless,

it is unacceptable for scholars and authors of popular

business

publications to use terms and concepts in this manner when they are central
to their claims.

It is one thing to describe someone as visionary

who just

delivered an inspiring speech, and another thing altogether to claim that
being visionary is a necessary characteristic of effective leaders. Those who
make this claim must be prepared to defend their position.
Two, the thesis developed here is neither a linguistic or philosophical

argument, nor an effort to determine the real meaning of "vision."

It is not a

debate as to whether or not the concept of vision represents anything real

with regard to Ieadership. Using the idea of conceptual entrapment described
by Babbie (1998) one can show that while the term "vision" exists, there is no
such thing as vision. Any concept exists, "only in the form of the agreements

we have about how to use the term in communicating about things that are

real" (Babbie, 1998, p. 119). Any word representing a collection of related
concepts is simply a "summary reference for several concrete observations in
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the world" (Babbie, 1998, p. 123). In that sense, vision is like a briefcase of

file folders, each file folder containing observations related to leadership. The
reality of the observations to those who made them is not denied. Rather, the
point is to open the folders, acknowledge the features they share, and
evaluate their implications for models of effective leadership. (Note there are

philosophical issues surrounding the notions of reality and ohservable
behavior, but these issues are not the focus of this thesis and are not
discussed. Refer to Babbie (1998) for a more thorough discussion.)

Babbie (1998) uses the example of "compassion" to explain the confusion
among concepts, definitions, and reality. In a social science context, a concept

is a collection of related ideas, or mental images, providing a convenient way
to organize and label our observations about the world. A single word is

frequently applied to represent the commonality behind a collection of
observations. From this perspective, the word "compassion" exists, hut
compassion does not exist in the same way as observations of behavior we

typically describe as compassionate. The observable behaviors are real
whereas compassion is not. Compassion exists only as a label for behaviors
we agree share similar features. To the degree there is consensus about the

characteristics of those behaviors, we usually speak of people as
compassionate or not. The same logic applies to the concept of leadership

vision. To the degree there is consensus about the characteristics and
behaviors in the "vision" frles, there may be a useful way to apply the word.
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not, however, there is evidence to refute the claim that vision is unique and
essential for leadership.

Many authors have used the term "vision" as a label for something with
regard to effective leadership, yet "vision" contains an entire frling cabinet of
disparate and conflicting ideas" There is no consensus regarding the traits
and behaviors given the label "vision." The different themes extracted from

the "vision" frles either represent simple synonyms for other more clearly
defrned concepts, or they result in definitions shown to be unhelpful,

distracting, or even detrimental toward improving leadership. It is not that
"vision" is an empty term. Rather,

it has been used too many different ways

and jammed with too many different ideas to be useful.

If

a word stands for

practically anything, it means practically nothing, and this is the case with
a(

vlslon. ,,

This thesis shows whv and how the "vision" frles should and can he sorted

into other conceptual piles, piles that can be more clearly understood and
effectively applied, It presents a critical analysis of how "vision" has been
applied to leadership, with the purpose of uncovering the conceptual
inconsistencies with the term and exposing the confusion in its application.
The analysis suggests leaders and followers should re-focus their energy
away from fixirug the concept of vision and instead toward the application of a

vision-free model of effective leadership. At a minimum, this thesis serves as
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a metaphoric warning label for those who are asked to embrace vision as a

meaningfrl idea for leadership.

Why Take a Closer Look at Vision
Improving business leadership is desirable and important. By defrnition,
Ieadership involves the dynamic relationship between leaders and followers.

Improving leadership, therefore, means improving the relationship between
Ieaders and followers, and

it is an important element in making the

workplace more fulfilling and successful for everyone. Effective leadership is

not sufficient to guarantee business success, but research suggests effective
Ieartership is one necessary component (Bass, 1990a).

In looking for opportunities to improve leadership practice, this
investigation started with simple questions:

.

What is leadership vision?

r

Why is vision understood as essential for effective leadership?

.

How does one acquire vision?

Surprisingly, the investigation showed there is no consistent conceptual
framework of answers in the leadership literature. Given its widespread
acceptance, one would expect vision to be on solid academic ground. That is

hardly the case. There have been dozens of attempts to describe it, but few
attempts to defrne

it in a meaningful way or to justifu its relevance. Authors

commonly assert vision is an obvious necessity and then proceed from there.
Based on the diversity of defrnitions and their applications, the leadership

literature has done more to create confusion around the idea of vision than to
Craig A. Dowd
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clarifu and enlighten. Like "family values" for a politician, "vision" has
become a rhetorical rallying cry for leaders.

It

is time to take a critical look at vision so leaders and followers can take

action on things that matter most. The concept has become so confusing and
contradictory that invoking

it

does not help at

all. In fact, vision can be worse

than meaningless. It becomes a wasteful distraction for leaders who are
encouraged to acquire

it or implement it,

and followers are encouraged to find

and obey leaders with vision. Ironically, scholars, Ieaders, and followers are

hlinded by vision.

It is important to expose the issues surrounding leadership vision for
several reasons. First,

it is the job of scholars to develop

and test models that

clarifo and explain, not obscure and confuse. This is not a question of intent.
I{o doubt leadership scholars are trying to improve leadership practice.

Unfortunately, with regard to "vision" most academic effort has been directed
toward the peripheral problems rather than a critical evaluation of the
concept itself. For example, Nutt and Backoff (1997) studied vision structure,

and Baum, Locke, and Kirkpatrick (1998) investigated vision articulation

without defining what constituted a vision in the first

p1ace. These scholars

assumed vision was an important element of leadership and proceeded from

there.

Furthermore, scholars have not developed meaningful operational
definitions of "vision."

It

is either a rhetorically appealing substitute for

other, more clearly defined concepts, or
Craig A.
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empirical support. "Vision" has no enduring value for advancing models of
effective leadership, and

it

may, in fact, be an obstruction.

The fact that vision has become leadership dogroa among those who
espouse charismatic, transformational, and visionary models of leadership is

not surprising. When a concept becomes generally accepted and routinely
used, scholars tend to look for ways to reinforce

it rather than dispute it.

Observations are always open to interpretation, and estahlished concepts are

the last to be challenged (Kuhn, 1970). In that sense, placing "vision" at the
center of leadership is like placing the Earth at the center of the solar
system. The idea has significant emotional appeal, but the evidence does not
stand up to scrutiny.

A second important reason to analyze the concept of leadership vision is
leaders and followers are being a-sked, literally and figuratively, to buy the
idea. For leaders, there is a growing inclustry'of consultants and authors who
are eager to sell their one-and-onl1' correct version of vision. There are vision

retreats, facilitators for visioning -sessions, courses on how to write vision
statements, and dozens of books telling executives how to get the right vision.
There is a vision industry with hundreds of products for sale. There is no
suggestion here the purve-vors of vision are being deceitful or corrupt. On the

contrary, like leadership scholars. the merchants of vision are, in general,

trying to improve leadership practice. It is critical, however, for leaders to
understand what they are bu5,,ing.
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For followers, the sale is often figurative, but the consequences are no less

signifrcant. Followers are routinely encouraged hy leaders to believe in,
commit to, and support in word and deed something called a vision. For
followers to make reasoned judgments,

it is essential they have a clear

understanding of what is being asked of them. Followers must not assume
statements become more important or more effective if they are called a

vision. I*[or should they assume a person who claims to have a vision is

automatically a leader. Conversely, they should not assume the absence of a
vision is a sign of poor leadership.
The final reason to review the concept of leadership vision is to expose its
roots in theolory and its consequent association with the hero model of
leadership. Vision is an important element in maintaining the metaphor of
Ieader as savior. The hero model of leadership has been thoroughly
debunked, but words and metaphors are linked, and we can become prisoners
of our own thinking (Bass, 1990a; Senge, 1990; Lind, 1994). New metaphors

for leadership more applicable to today's environment are needed. The use of
the word "vision" in connection with leadership is another link in the chain

that binds people to the belief that only heroes can be effective leaders.
The focus of this study is business leadership so businesspersons, hoth
leaders and followers, make up the primary audience. This study also
challenges scholars and students to re-examine the concept of leadership

vision with the aim of sparking debate that clarifies rather than obscures.
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Approach and Assumptions for Analyzing Vision
Approach. This thesis analyzes how the word "vision" is used in the
Ieadership literature, including the academic literature and the popular
business literature. The academic literature includes works with empirical
research, or publications intend.ed primarily for scholars. The popular
business literature includes puhlications intended primarily for
businesspersons. Refer to the Appendix for descriptions of the two bodies of

literature used in this analysis.
Chapter 2 reviews the origin of the word "vision" and its ascent in the
Ieadership literature. The theological connection with charisma explains the

rhetorical allure of "vision," and the circumstances surrounding its
development explain its widespread appeal. Vision is now associated with
effective business leadership in general.

Chapter 3 investigates the academic problems with vision, including its
theoretical and operational issues. The theoretical problem with vision is its
conceptualization lacks coherence. Scholars have generally recognized the
conceptual issues with the term but rather than rejecting the word, they have

attempted to frx it. The operational problem with vision is scholars have not
been able to develop a meaningful operational definition for the term.

Chapter 4 addresses three basic problems with vision in the business
community. First, vision is embraced within the business community despite

its conceptual problems and lack of empirical support. Second, there is a selfsustaining vision ind.ustry, and it can only offer leaders a placebo. Given its
Craig A.

Dowd

Blittded by

Visiotr

March lb, z00l

Chapter 1. Thesis

Problem

Page

1l

conceptual and operational problems, vision is not reproducihle. Third, the

continued use of the term encourages the hero model of leadership, thereby

minimizing and diminishing the role of followers in business leadership.
Chapter 5 discusses the conclusion that vision cannot be fixed. The only
way to frx the problems created by "vision" is to discard the word altogether
and consider a vision-free model of leadership that distinguishes between

structure, function, and behavior.
Chapter 6 reviews and discusses the vision-free model of business
leadership.

It includes

six elements, three to define the structure and

function of leadership, anrl three to define behavior of leaders and followers.
Demystifuing "vision" does not mean coming up with a better, more
precise defrnition or new conceptual approach. Current concepts suffrce, and
novel defrnitions are not likely to be helpful. Scholars should reject the
concept of leadership vision altogether. For leaders and followers the issues

are focus, enerry, ancl effectiveness. The appeal of vision is based on rhetoric,

not substance. The vision-free model of leadership presented here eliminates
the confusion surrounding vision and identifies behavior more likely to be
effective and replicable.

It also decodes "vision" to help leaders

and followers

know what they are being asked to buy, and what they are being asked to
believe. The vision-free model clears the fog and exposes leadership vision for

all that it is not.
Assumptions. Everl' author brings a personal history, basic assumptions,
and procedural preferences to his or her work.
Craig A-
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to list aII background here, but readers deserve to understand the basic
assumptions behind this work. The following assumptions are the starting

point for this thesis, and since they are taken as givens, they are not
defended:
t

Leadership is a distinct, legitimate social phenomenon worthy of
academic study and critical analysis.

I

Leadership always involves interaction between leaders and followers.
Leadership is therefore best defined as a relationship, and improving
leadership practice is important because it involves improving the
relationship between }eaders and followers.

a

Any concept an author claims is essential to a specific model of
leadership must meet two criteria: First, the concept must be distinct
from other concepts. If it is not different in a substantial or meaningful
way from a simpler one, the simpler one should be used.l Second, there
must be empirical evidence to warrant its use.

a

The practical utility of any academic enterprise depends upon the
process of conceptualization and measurement. In any field of interest,
theory and practice hinge on the progression from conceptualization, to
nominal defrnitions, to operational defrnitions, to measurements.
Every study need not include empirical research, but at the collective
level, a freld of study depends upon qualitative and quantitative work.
Conceptualization is the process of specifyins a more precise meaning
for a loosely defrned term. The output of conceptualization is a concept,
a term with a nominal defrnition. A nominal definition is the meaning
assigned to a concept by those using it. Nominal defrnitions then guide
the development of operational definitions. Operational definitions
specify precisely how a concept is measured for quantitative study
(Deming, 1986; Leedy, 1993; Babbie, 1998).

I The

first criterion is a re-statement of Occam's Razor. William of Occam was a I4th-century
English scholastic philosopher who developed and espoused the principle that one should
never include assumptions or add concepts to any description or explanation unless
necessary.
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Overview of the Vision-free Leadership Model
The vision-free leadership model proposed in this work shows how

disparate ideas emhedded in "vision" can be unpacked and sorted out to make
any future use of the word irrelevant and unnecessary. Figure 1-1 is a model
showing how six elements intersect to define business leadership.The outer

three elements define the structure and function of leadership. The inner
three elements define motives that are the basis for effective behavior.

Relationships

Pawer

Affitiation

Leadership

Purpose

Achievement

Change

Figure 1-1. How Business Leadership is Defined.
This figure shows six elements that combine and intersect to define business leadership
(i.e., three elements that describe the structure and function of leadership plus
three elements that define how leaders and followers behave with each other).

In this model, leadership is a non-coercive relationship in which leaders
and followers work to bring about intenrled changes to better

fulfill the

organization's purpose (Rost, 1993). The ways leaders and followers behave
toward each other are identified bv the intersections of the outer three
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elements. The intersections represent motives-achievement, affrliation, and

power-and these motives form the bases of effective behavior.

It is useful to distinguish between structure, function,

and behavior

because the concepts can be clearly defined and therefore made operational

for academic work. Even though

it might be diffrcult to successfully apply the

concepts in practice, the moclel provides straightforward recommendations for
businesspersons.
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Chapt er 2. Vision's Grip
The Origin of Vision-Its Rhetorical Allure

It is important to understand the origin of leadership vision

because

it

explains its relevance and rhetorical power today. Vision can he traced to the
notion of charisma, proposed by German sociologist Max Weber (1947) as a
form of authority. The essential features of charisma explain the attraction of
vision so it is useful to review highlights of Weber's theory.

Charismatic theory of leadership. Weber (7947) ohserved
are granted a special form of authority by virtue of a personality

some people

trait

he

called charisma. A person with charisma is, "set apart from ordinary men
and is treated as endowed with supernatural, superhuman, or at least

specifically exceptional powers or qualities. These are such as are not
accessible to the ordinary person but are regarded as of divine origin or as

exemplary, and on the basis of them the individual concerned is treated as a
leader" fiMeber, 7947, p. 358). This quotation highlights the first important
feature of charisma in Weber's theory. Charisma has an explicit theological
connection.

According to Weber, charismatic leaders are likened to prophets or saviors
*'on
the same level
whom followers believe have mystical abilities. They are,

as the men who, according to conventional judgments, are the'greatest'

heroes, prophets, and saviors" (Weber,1947, p. 359). Charisma is a magical,

magnetic quality resulting in devotion and reverence from followers.
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Followers are drawn to a charismatic leader out of, "complete personal
devotion to the possessor of the quality, arising out of enthusiasm, or of
despair and hope" (Weber, L947, p. 359). Charisma is not rational in the
sense of being tied to legal or

represents

traditional forms of authority. Charisma

"...a'call'in the most emphatic sense of the word, a'mission'or

a

'spiritual duty"' ffieber, L947, p. 362).
A second essential feature of charismatic authority is it forcefully
challenges the status quo, "...every true [charismatic] leader... preaches,
creates, or demands ruew obligations" fiMeber, L947, p. 361). Charismatic
Ieaders therefore attempt to change the attitudes and beliefs of followers

along with the social structures they compose. Charismatic leaders create, "a

radical alteration of the central system of attitudes and directions of action

with a completely new orientation of all attitudes toward the different
problems and structures of the 'world"' flMeber, L947, p. 363). Charismatic
leaders believe, and convince followers they are engaged in a mission of

radical or revolutionary change sanctioned by God. Charismatic leaders are
advocates of divinely inspirecl, profound and revolutionary change: "fn

traditionally stereotyped periods, charisma is the greatest revolutionary
force" (Weber, 1947, p. 363).
There is a relatively straightforward theological path between the notion
of charisma and that of vision. There are many Biblical accounts of a person
seeing a vision of God, being personally transformed, receiving powers from
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God, and then motivating followers to embark on their divinely inspired

mission. Moses and Paul provide two prime examples.
The Old Testament book of Exodus tells the story of Moses. Through the

burning bush God appeared to Moses. Moses experienced a vision from God.

It was a call to embark on a spiritual mission to free the Jews from their
slavery at the hands of the Eryptians. Initially Moses balked, but his heart
was transformed hy God's grace. Moses was given divine power, and he used

it to convince

Pharaoh, and the Jews, his mission was a mandate from God.

Through divine intervention, Moses freed the Jews, and they eagerly folloured

him out of Egypt. Moses is typically considered one of the greatest leaders of
the Old Testament.
Saul's conversion to Christianity while traveling on the road to Damascus
provides another instance of the emergence of a charismatic leader after
experiencing a vision of God. The book of Acts in the New Testament tells the

story of Saul, a devout Jew who persecuted the Christians. While traveling to
Damascus, Saul saw a blinding light, a vision of Christ. Saul remained blind

for three days. When Ananias put his hands on Saul his sight was restored
and he was frlled with the Holy Spirit. His was the archetypal conversion
experience. Saul was transformed from persecutor of the Christians to a
disciple of Christ. Saul's transformation was

total-it

even included his

name, he became known as Paul-anrl he embarked on a holy mission to

proclaim the gospel of Christ to the Gentiles.
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Both Moses and Paul were Biblical Ieaders who fit Weber's notion of
charismatic authority. They and their followers believed they had been
granted divine power to create profound change. God called them to service
through a vision. Charismatic leadership proposes an extension of this
dynamic. When a leader behaves like someone who has experienced and been

transformed by a divine vision, then followers may consider the leader to be
charismatic. The basic structure involves a relatively straightforward
process: a person experiences a vision of God, a divine call to embark on a

mission of profound change. The person is transformed by the vision and

exhibits behaviors others see as charismatic. The charismatic leader, with his
or her "gift of divine grace" therefore has great influence and power to
successfully lead others to the achievement of the mission.
The implication of this dynamic for charismatic leadership theory today is
clear. One is considered charismatic only when he or she exhibits behaviors

reflecting the experience of seeing God. From this formulation

it is easy to see

the association between visionary hehavior and charismatic leadership. From
a theological perspective

it makes sense that the experience of a divine vision

would be a central, essential element of charisma.
Whether or not the word "vision" was chosen for its theological roots is not

critical. What is relevant is the evidence that there is a theological connection
between charisma and vision. This theological connection is important
because

it explains the rhetorical power

of leadership vision today. Like

charisma, leadership vision is associated with mystical abilities. It connotes
Craig A.

Dowd

Blinded by visio,.

March 15, z00l

Chapter 2. Vision's

Grip

Page 19

divinely granted power, an ability to "see" into the future. Vision is the
qua

rloru

sirr.e

of prophets, heroes, and saviors.

One may argue the theological connection between leadership vision and

divine grfts may have existed in ancient times, but

it is no longer relevant in

today's secular society. To some degree this viewpoint is valid. Today,

it is

more common for people to attribute innate ahilities to genetic causes as
opposed to divine intervention. Nevertheless, there are two reasons the

theological roots of leadership vision sustain its rhetorical appeal today.
The first reason is supported by the work of Ericsson and Charness
(1994). They have shown that

it is common

today for people to attribute

expert performance to innate "gifts." These scholars call this helief the

traditional view, and they are trying to refute it precisely because they

see

it

is a widely held erroneous belief. In the traditional view, either God or
genetics may be the gift g"iver, but either way, exceptional ability is not

attributed to hard work, determination, or development. It is a naturally
endowed gift. In their argument against the traditional view, Ericsson and

Charness clearly show that the genetic view is based in theology and they
argue that either view is erroneous.
Even though

it is more common today to attribute "giftedness" to genetics

rather than God, either approach, divine intervention or genetics, amounts to
an appeal to causes outside of the individual's control. The attribution of
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innate "gifts" has its roots in theolosy, and

it is prevalent

today in secular

groups (Ericsson & Charness, 1994).
The second reason the theological roots of leadership vision account for its

rhetorical appeal in secular organizations is based on a somewhat more
ahstract, but equally important argument. Humans are likely the only

animals that know they are going to die, and this realization creates a need
to deal with, and resolve their mortality. AII humans experience the

"existential anxiety" of human life (Lipman-Bluman, 1996, p. 36).
Anthropologists and sociologists have persuasively argued all humans need
to make sense of, assign meaning to, ancl determine a purpose for their
existence (Shaler, 1900; Zilboorg, 1943; Brown, 1959; Becker, 1973, 1975). In
a basic way all humans share a need to transcend death through meaning, or
as Becker (1975,

p.4) described it, "...what man really fears is not so much

extinction, but extiruction u,ith htsignificance." People need to have their lives
matter.
Since physical death is inevitable, humans cannot transcend death on

their own. Transcendence and meaning are always associated with a savior.
People need to be saved from death. and

it is here that the theological savior

meets the heroic leader. In the end, there is no difference between the two.

Charismatic leadership goes awr]' when followers are totally devoted to and
have blind faith in their leaders. There are serious and harmful consequences
of this dynamic. Heroes create "prisoners of leadership" (Kets de Vries, 1988,
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It is dangerous for followers to revere their

leader as a hero and

savtor.

For purposes of this argument, then, the theological background of
leadership vision is critically important because

it either implies a divine gift

directly, or it provides the basis for the secular view that talent is primarily a
function of genetics. In addition, its theological association with prophets and
saviors connects

it with the secular idea of the hero as a means for

transcendence. The hero model of leadership is the secular equivalent of
being saved from death. Regardless of one's religious views, then, the
theological root of leadership vision has secured its rhetorical allure.

In sumffinry, the notion of leadership vision has its roots in theolory. It
became attached to leadership through its association with charisma and

charismatic leadership. The theological root of leadership vision explains its

rhetorical allure today. Whether directly and overtly by its association with
divine gifts, or indirectly and covertly either through its association with
innate, genetically determined talents, or through its association with

a

savior, Ieadership vision is connected with qualities of extraordinary, heroic
people. Those who are raised up as examples of outstanding leaders are

called visionary because that word is associated with a divine or innate gift,
or with a hero who can provide a symbolic way to transcend death. "Being

visionary" is high praise because it carries a connotation of one who has
demonstrated heroism in the service of profound change.
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The Sustainahility of Vision-Staying Power

Within the context of charismatic leadership, a review of the development
and rapid ascent of vision in the leadership literature helps explain why the
concept is entrenched in the business community today. Vision is now
embraced by businesspersons as a necessary requirement for effective

leadership ("Leadership Competencies," 1995).
The rapid growth of vision is related to the development of leadership
models believed to be necessary for the economic and technological

environment during the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s. Advances in computers,
communications technology, and changes in the global economy forced
businesses to face adaptive challenges unlike any previously encountered.

The world was transitioning from the Industrial Age into the Information
Age (Drucker, 1995). Leaders faced urgent problems created by a turbulent
business environment threatening to get only more chaotic. Radical

transformation was a common prescription for survival (Bennis & Nanus,
1985; Peters, 1987). "This is an era marked with rapid and spastic change.

The problems of organizations are increasingly complex" (Bennis & I*[anus,
1985, p"8).

"Vision" was introduced in the leadership literature as an essential
element of charismatic leadership, "The first requirement [oI] charismatic

leadership is a common or shared vision of what the future could be" (Berlew,
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1974, p. 269) 2. House (1977) realized charismatic leadership would be useful

for leadership theory and practice only if it was divorced from its mystical

attrihution and cast in terms that could be empirically evaluated. He
therefore developed a set of testable hypotheses. Interestingly, none of them
included the concept of vision directly, but Proposition 4 stated, "Leaders who
have charismatic effects are more likely to articulate ideological goals than
Ieaders who do not have such effects" (House, 1977, p. 198). In describing this

hypothesis House cited Berlew's work, and

it is important to note the

difference in the meaning of "vision." Rather than a description of the future,
House proposed a vision was an ideological goal. Examples included Martin

Luther King's goal of racial equality, Hitler's goal of a Thousand-year Reich,
and Gandhi's goal of Hindus and Moslems living in brotherly love (House,
ts7 7).

While models of charismatic leadership were being developed, Burns
(1978) published Leadership. a landmark book proposing a new theory in

which leadership is conceived as a continuum from transactional
relationships on one end, Transactional Leadership, to transforming
relationships, Transformational Leadership, on the other. Burns (1978) used

historical case examples to show how leaders and followers on the
transforming end of the continuum interact in ways to transform their
environment and themselves:

3

Berlew's article contains the earliest appearance of leadership vision I was able to find.
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Leaders can also shape and alter and elevate the motives and values
and goals of followers through the vital teaching role of leadership.
This rs transforndng leadership. The premise of this leadership is
that, whatever the separate interests persons might hold, they are
presently or potentially united in the pursuit of "higher" goals, the
realization of which is tested by the achievement of significant change
that represents the collective or pooled interests of leaders and
followers (pp. 425-426).

Interestingly, Burns did not advocate "vision," although one can

see

parallels between "higher" goals and the idea of an ideological goal. Several
scholars seized the opportunity to connect charismatic and transformational
leadership to the challenges of business change and they embedded vision as
a central, core element in

their own models of charismatic and

transformational leadership (Bennis & Nanus, 1985; Bass, 1985; Conger &
Kanungo, 1987; Tichy & Devanna, 1986). These scholars generally recognized
the issues surrounding the concept of vision, but they used

it anyway,

probably because of its positive rhetorical connotation. Two scholars

(Sashkin, 1988; Nanus, 1992) took direct advantage of the rhetorical power of
"vision" and developed models labeled Visionary Leadership. Regardless of
the rationale for using the term, vision is a featured, central element of these
models (House & Shamir, 1993).
Table 2-1 is a summary of the scholars responsible for introducing "vision"
to business leadership. Vision is an important element within these models.
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Table 2-1. Scholars Who lntroduced "Vision" to Leadership.

Charismatic Leadership

Transformational
Leadership

Visionary Leadership

Berlew (1974)

Bass (1985)

Sashkin (1988)

Conger & Kanungo (1987)

Bennis & Nanus (1985)

Nanus (1992)

Tichy & Devanna (1986)

Models of charismatic and transformational leadership received

increasing attention during the 1980s because they were ideally positioned to
meet the needs of executives desperate to lead their organizations through
chaotic change. Over time vision migrated from direct association with
models of charismatic and transformational leadership and
associated

it

became

with general models of effective business leadership, "the concept

of vision has become an underlying leadership theme in Western culture"

(Davis, 1995, p.

1).

One scholar summarized the leadership literature of the past four decades
anrt concluded the most important trend during the 1980s was captured by

the rleclaration, "Leaders need vision" (Bryman, 1992,p. 1).Vision became
associated with new models of business leadership independent of

charismatic, transformational, or visionary models, "However one looks at it,
vision is a fulcrum around which the activities of the new leader revolve"
(emphasis added, Bryman, 1992, p. 150).

"Vision" has grown in stature within the business community, and

it is

often cited as the most important element of business leadership. In May
1989 Fortune magazine published the results of a survey of 1,500 senior
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executives who were asked to describe the characteristics of the ideal CEO in

the year 2000. The number one response was to convey a strong vision, "Fully
98o/o

of those responding to the survey ranked vision as a top characteristic of

the future CEO" (Korn, 1989, p. 157).Six years later 1,450 executives were
asked what competencies were critical for leadership effectiveness. The top

ranking response was the need to "articulate a tangible vision, values, and
stratery." ("Leadership Competencies," 1995, p. 58).
The business community has embraced "vision" and there is no sign of

retreat. Dozens of books, articles in 23 different business journals, and
dozens of sites on the Worlcl Wide W eb espouse vision. (Refer to the Appendix

for a complete list of this literature.) NIost of these publications are recent;
more than half of the journal articles (58 percent) were published since 1997.
These statistics do not represent a comprehensive study of the leadership

literature, but when evaluatecl in concert with the survey results reviewed
above, they support for the claim "vision" is widely accepted within the

business community toda1,.

In fact, the popular literature -suggests more than simple acceptance of the
idea.

It is common for authors of popular business publications to assert

a

vision, or being visionary, is necessar]', or essential for business leadership.

It

is sometimes framed as the single factor that distinguishes leadership from
mana gement (Zaleznik, 1 983).
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In the popular literature one frequently

sees statements

like the

following
o

"A primary role of the leader is to activate, establish, and nurture
focus on vision, purpose, and outcomes" (Adams & Spencer, 1986).

t

"What is needed today are leaders who can create a long-term vision"
(O'NeiI, 2000).

t

"Organizational leadership requires vision to attain management
objectives" (Morden, 1997).

I

"Many qualities of effective leadership-such as communicating vision,
demonstrating integrity, and focusing on results-will never change"
(Goldsmith, 1999).

a

"From Transactional to Transformational Leadership: Learning to
Share the Vision" (Bass, 1990b).

a

"To navigate successfully through today's compl8x and changing
waters, Ieaders at all levels need to have a clear and powerful vision..."
(Peal, 1999).

a

"The nuts and holts of running a business involves vision" (Capowski,

a

19e4).
a

"All leaders create a vision..." (Segil, 1999).

a

"Vision: the fundamental source of power" (Quigley, 1993).

a

"Leadership is the development of vision..." (Gordon, Kiser, Picard,
Stamps, & Walter, 1999).

I

"...vision is essential to developing an organization that can learn and
adapt to a complex, interconnected, and rapidly changing
environment" (Dess & Picken, 2000).

a

"Of all the issues facing organizations today, none is more threatening
than the lack of effective leadership to achieve organizational
effectiveness. ... The process of effective leadership begins with the
communication of a vision of what the organization could look like in
the future" (Rieley, 1993).

t

"Leadership is having a clear vision..." (Matheson, 2000).
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.

"The principal difference between managers and leaders is found in
vision" (Hitt, 19gB).

These examples demonstrate the depth of commitment to vision

within

the business community. "Vision" has become more than a buzzword.

It

has

been reified. Vision is associated with a new type leader, one who has a

special ability to gaze into the future and successfully enact radical,

transforming change.

It is not surprising vision is typically

prescribed as a

necessary component of organizational change initiatives (Kanter, Stein, &

Jick, 1992; Kotter, 1996; YukI, 1998).
Vision is now accepted as a general requirement for effective business
leadership, and there is scant evidence the craze

will abate. It is unlikely the

environment of the 21*t Centurv will be less chaotic or tumultuous than
previous times, so

it is reasonable to conclude

business leaders will continue

to embrace "vision" as a way to navigate the turbulence. As the world
changes faster,

it becomes more important to see the future.

The fact that leadership vision has rhetorical allure and prominence

within the business community does not mean, however, it is a useful concept
for leadership. Whether or not vision can be defined and evaluated in a way

that makes it useful for leadership theory and practice is, at this point in the
analysis, an open question.

It

is not useful for businesspersons if

it is taken

directly from theolory-seeing God" Nor is it a useful idea for helping leaders
develop their skills if "vision" is defined as an innate, genetically endowed

gift. If defined as an innate gift those who do not have it need not apply. They
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will never be effective leaders. Finally, it is not useful if it is taken to mean
the ability to see the future.
The

utility

of any concept for theory and practice hinges on the way

it is

defined and applied. In the following chapter, the analysis of the defrnitions
of vision in the leadership literature shows its fundamental problems.
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Chapter S. Acadernic Problems with Vision
Theoretical Problems
The most important theoretical problem with vision is its

conceptualization lacks coherence. Conceptualization is the process of
forming agreements regarding the meaning of a term, and it produces a
concept, a term

with a nominal definition. A nominal definition is a

statement of the meaning assigned to a term by those using it. The nominal
definitions of "vision" are important because they reflect the agreements
regarding the application of the term, including when

it applies

and when

it

does not apply. For quantitative research, nominal definitions are used to

develop operational definitions. Operational definitions specifu the

procedures used to measure a concept (Babbie, 1998).
The ideas and concepts in the leadership literature used to describe

"vision" range from simple to complex. One group of scholars summarized the

situation well: "Despite its seeming irnportance, vision is still not defined in

a

generally agreed upon manner, and statistically based empirical research on
the phenomenon may be held back by the various ways in which vision has
been treated" (Larwood, Falbe, Kriger, & Miesing, 1995, p. 7a1).

The examples below are from academic work emphasizing the importance
of vision, including articles, essays, and case studies. They represent a cross

section of the academic literature. There are additional conceptions of vision

in the popular business literature, but it is not necessary to complete a
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comprehensive review to show there are many conceptions that are either
closely related to simpler terms or are scattered and divergent. The authors

highlighted below were chosen because other authors frequently cite them as
the scholars who proved vision is important for business leadership.
Two simple nominal definitions of "vision" were suggested early in the
development of charismatic leadership theory. Berlew (1974) suggested a

vision is a description of desirable future conditions, and House (1977)
suggested a vision is an ideological goal. These two nominal definitions are

still popular today and ironically, Berlew's (1974) original definition is the
basis for one of the few distinct operational definitions of vision in the

literature. These early defrnitions highlight two important themes. First,

a

vision is a future-oriented concept, and second, its function is to inspire or
motivate others.
Two researchers (Bennis & Nanus, 1985) studied 90 successful

transformational leaders-60 from business and 30 from the public sectorand they developed a model of transformational leadership with vision as the
most important component. These researchers stressed the central role of

vision by suggesting

it is, "...central

to leadership success" (Bennis & I.[anus,

1985, p. 90). They described "vision" in many ways:

.

"an agenda" (p. 28).

.

"serendipitous notions" (p. 28).

.

"a mental image of a possible and desirahle future state of the
organization" (p.89).
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o

"[a vision] may be as vague as a dream or as precise as a goal or
mission statement" (p. 89).

o

"a vision articulates a realistic, credible, attractive future for the
organization..." (p. 89).

.

"A vision is a target that beckons" (p. 89).

.

"focus and a sense of purpose" (p. 94).

These phrases and statements suggest many different nominal defrnitions
of "vision" based on ideas including mental image, plan, goal, mission, and

purpose. Rather than sort them out, however, Bennis and Irlanus emphasized

the function of a vision"

it is, but what it

The5,'

claim the important part of a vision is not what

does. A vision is necessary, they claim, because

it unleashes

power. When shared by organizational members, they claim a vision
a

"provides the all-important bridge from the present to the future of the
organization" (p. 90).

o

"transforms [emp]oyees] from robots blindly following instructions to
human beings engaged in a creative and purposeful venture" (p. 91).

a

"helps individuals distinguish between what's good and what's bad for
the organization, and what it's worthwhile to want to achieve" (p. 92).

a

"makes

o

"operates on the enrotional arud spiritual resources of the organization,
on its values, commitment, and aspirations" (p. 92).

it possible to rtistribute decision making widely" (p. 92).

There are two points to note. Fir-st. vision is an aggregate of divergent
ideas. An agenda is different than a goal, which is different than a

description of an attractive future, which is different than purpose. Without a

better nominal definition
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necessary, or how they combine into a unique concept. Second, Bennis and

Nanus echo the themes that a vision is future oriented, and

it is inspiring.

Another group of researchers (Tichy & Devanna, 1986) offered conceptions
of "vision" based on case studies of 14 executives whom they identified as

transformational. Interestingly, these researchers emphasized the function of
a vision before attempting to describe

it. The first sentence of their chapter

on vision stated, "Transformational leaders must not only diagnose their

organization's strengths and weaknesses and match them against the
environmental opportunities, but they must also frnd ways to inspire
employees to meet these challenges" (Tichy & Devanna, 1986, p. 122). As

with Bennis and Ir{anus, Tichy
aspect of vision is not what

and. Devanna suggested the most

it is, but what it

important

does. Nevertheless, Tichy and

Devanna (1987) offered the following descriptions of "vision:"

o

"arl image of what can be" (p. 122).

.

"a complex collage of what [anJ organization should strive to become"
(p. 128).

I

"[a vision includesJ a basic component of business strategy (namely
markets, product, ancl services) but it also [may include] a strong sense
of how the organization should be structured and the part that the
human resources would play" (p. 128).

o

"At the core of the vision is the organization's mission statement"

(p.

128).

"Vision" includes many different ideas: a mental image, a complex collage
of goals, a strategy, elements of organizational structure, roles and

responsibilities,
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Devanna seemed to recognize the issues with their conceptualization because

their last description of the term (refer to the previous page) suggests a vision
is reducible to a motivating mission.
Despite the central, essential role of vision in Visionary Leadership,

Sashkin (1988) did not define the term. Instead he emphasized the
importance of leader traits, leader behavior, and situational variahles for
effective leadership. In Sashkin's model, being visionary is a trait.

It is the

cognitive ahility to create a vision (Sashkin, 1988). This definition is circular,
so

it is not helpful.

Three fundamental themes of a vision were identifred to

help explain the concept. A vision is a statement, "dealing with change,"

"ideal goals," and "people working together" (Sashkin 1988, pp. 132-133). A
vision is described as a collection of concepts ranging from ideal goals, to
planned change, to a statement of values, to an operating philosophy
(Sashkin 1988):
I argue that the essential work of organizational leaders is defining,
constructing, and gaining commitment to a set of shared values,
beliefs, and norms about change, goals, and people working together-that is, defining, building, and involving people in the organization's
culture. This is the primary task work of organizational leaders, and
it is the reason that the three themes of change, goals, and people
working together must be built into a leader's vision (p. 136).
Sashkin neither developed a concise nominal defrnition of "vision" or
"visionary," nor did he develop any operational definitions for the elements of
his model. In his model, a vision seems to be a verbal or written statement

that includes goals, norms, values, beliefs, and an operating philosophy. A
vision is somewhat like a comprehensive instruction guide for followers.

Craig A. Dowd

Blinded by Vision

It

is

March 15, 2001

Chapter 3. Academic Problems with

Vision

Page 35

not clear how one would develop a statement capable of including all these
elements.

It is important to note Sashkin used three connotations for vision,
a

one for

trait, another a statement, and a third for oratory. One who is visionary

(trait) creates a vision (statement) and then communicates the vision
(oratory) in motivating ways. Even though the definition is circular,

it

hightights Sashkin's emphasis on the separate aspects of traits, statements,
and rhetoric. Separating the vision, a written or verbal statement, from

visionary behavior is an important distinction in the conceptualization of the
two terms. There is a difference between the contents of statements and how
those contents are communicated. A few scholars (Awamleh, 1997;

Kirkpatrick & Locke, 1996) notecl this distinction and they developed
operational defrnitions to evaluate each aspect separately. A review of
empirical work aimed at the effects of vision content versus vision

articulation on leader effectiveness is addressed later in this chapter.
From this analysis of the academic literature at least five different
conceptualizations of vision emerge. Vision includes concepts related to
a

Future accomplishment: goal, agenda, stratery, mission, purpose, and
change.

o

Oratory ancl rhetoric-how a leader articulates a goal, agenda,
stratery, mission, or purpose.

a

Future-oriented thoughts and ideas communicated verbally or in
writing: mental image, description of ideal future conditions, and
complex collage of what the organization should strive to hecome.

a

Personality traits: cognitive ability to create a vision.
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Effects on followers: transforming, inspiring, creates commitment, and
deals with change.

Despite the divergence of conceptualizations, the two themes suggested by

Berlew and House have remained. A vision is a future-oriented concept and

its function is to motivate others. The fact that there are two consistent
themes is a first step in the process of conceptualization, but unfortunately

there are many concepts for which those two themes can also apply. These
two themes are insufficient to create a unique definition of "vision." A leader's
vision, or being visionary, is then any future-oriented statement, speech, or
personality trait that ends up motivating followers. Not only is this definition
too broad and vague to he made operational,

it makes the term dependent

upon a specific follower response.

Putting words like "inspiriilB," "credible," or "attractive," in front of words
like "goal," "image," "strat€Sy," and "plan" to define "vision" is a mistake
because one cannot determine

until after the fact if something is a vision. It

is somewhat like defrning "gift" as something that delights another person.
This definition describes what a gift often accomplishes, its function, but

it

does not help others understand the substance or essence of a grft. To be

useful for theory and practice, a concept must be defined in terms of structure
ancl substance, not only function.

One researcher (Davis, 1995) completed a detailed review of the vision

literature, including nominal definitions from academia and business, and
succinctly characterized the current situation. After d.iscussrng 24 different
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nominal definitions of "vision" and eight "vision related terms" Davis (1995)
concluded,
A plethora of varying and sometimes vague definitions and
conceptualizations of vision and visionary leadership have mad.e it
difficult to defrne the phenomenon and specify the boundaries of what
counts as vision and/or visionary leadership and what does not (p. 15).

Scholars have not resolved the conceptual problems with "vision."

It has

been used to represent a wide range of ideas, from an ideological goal, to

inspiring behavior, to a strategic plan, to a description of an ideal future, to a
statement of values, to a list of norms, and many others. Despite the

disparity of conceptualizations for "vision" there is wide agreement on two
features: a vision is future oriented, and the function of a vision, or of heing
visionary, is to inspire or motivate followers.
The most damaging evidence that the conceptualization lacks coherence

might be the fact there are no credible operational defrnitions of the term.
The next section reviews eviclence to support that claim.

Operational Problems
The most important practical problem for scholars is "vision" has no
creclible operational definition. Vision, when differentiated from other
concepts, is either relatively unimportant, or

it is an epiphenomenon-an

effect rather than a cause.
Several scholars have recognized the operational problems with vision

(Kirkpatrick & Locke, 1996; Davis, 1995; Martin, 1996; Awamleh, 1997;
Conger & KanutrBo, 1998; Kouzes & Posner, 1995; Baum, et aI., 1998). One
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researcher admitted, "Although theorists and practitioners have written
much about vision,

little empirical

evidence exists to support their claims"

(Davis, 1995, p. 23). These scholars therefore attempted to resolve the
operational problems with "vision" through their empirical work.
Models featuring vision have been suggested for the three theories that

popularized the concept-charismatic leadership, transformational
leadership, and visionary leadership-and for general models of effective
business leadership. Ironically, visionary leadership is the only model for

which no empirical work was found. As a result, the following review
discusses empirical work directed toward transformational leadership,

charismatic leadership, and general models of effective business leadership
respectively.

'Yision" in studies of transformational leadership. Only

one

empirical test of transformational leadership relevant to this thesis was
found. Bass (1985) developerl and tested a model of transformational
Ieadership based on the conceptualization proposed by Burns (1978).

Transactional leaclership represented one end of a leadership continuum and

transformational leadership the other. In following Burns' example, Bass did
not strongly emphasize vision. Rather, charisma is emphasized with vision
being one element of charisma. Charisma is one of five factors to measure

transactional and transformational leadership. Charisma is sufficient but not
necessary for transformational leadership. Charismatic leadership is a subset
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of transformational leadership. Charismatic leaders are transformational,

but transformational leaders are not necessarily charismatic.
Bass developed the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ) to

measure transactional and transformational leadership. The MLQ includes
73 statements to describe five factors, two factors describing transactional

leadership and three factors describing transformational leadership. The first
factor, Charisma, contains 18 items. The top 10 items in terms of factor
loading are the following (Bass, 1985, p.210):s

1.

Makes everyone around him/her enthusiastic ahout assignments.

2. I have complete faith in him/her.
3.

Is a model for me to follow.

4.

Inspires loyalty to the organization.

5.

Is an inspiration to us.

6.

Inspires loyalty to him/her.

7.

Makes me feel good to be around him/her.

8.

Commands respect from everyone.

9.

Makes me proud to be associated with himflrer.

10. I am ready to trust his/her capacity

to overcome any obstacles.

It is important to note the so-called behavioral statements of the MLQ

are

less about specific behaviors than they are about outcomes of some behavior.

For example,

it is hard to identifi,

any specific behavior from items such as, "f

3

Factor loading measures the contribution of that item to the overall factor score. The higher
the factor loading, the more that item contributed to the overall factor score. The assumption
is that the ranking makes it easier to interpret any underlying nature of the factor. Refer to
Johnson & Wichern (1988) for details of statistical procedures.
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have complete faith in him/her," or "Is an inspiration to us," or "Cornmands
respect from everyone." These statements clearly address outcomes of some

behavior, not specific behaviors Iikely to result in those outcomes.

In a study of 256 supervisors and managers from Fortune 500 companies,
Bass (1985) found the three transformational factors were positively

correlated with employee ratings of satisfaction, and their supervisor's

ratings of performance. The more inspiring a leader is perceived to be, the
more likely the followers will be satisfied with the leader, and the more likely

the followers will exhibit high performance. Clearly,

it helps to be

inspirational, but Bass provides no help defining specific behavior others find
inspirational.
Bven though there is no operational definition of vision in Bass' model,

there is an operational defrnition of charisma, and the problem with vision
parallels the problem with charisma. These concepts are often defined by the
results they produce, not behavior producing those results. This offers no help
for leaders who wish to modifo their behavior. W'hat should one do to "be an

inspiration" or "command respect?"
No other empirical tests of transformational leadership were found that

provided an operational defrnition for "vision."

It is therefore reasonable to

conclude there is no strong case of empirical evidence suggesting vision is
necessary for transformational leadership.

"Vision" in studies of charismatic leadership. Operational
definitions of "vision" were found in three studies of charismatic leadership.
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One study includes an operational definition of "vision" based on a survey

questionnaire and the other two studies base their operational defrnition of
'*vision" on scripted speeches. The three studies are reviewed below.
A pair of researchers (Conger & Kanurgo, 1998) completed several studies
of charismatic leadership, one of which is important here because

it looked at

the effect of vision on follower perceptions independently of charisma. Conger
and Kanungo developed a survey instrument with frve factors to study

charismatic leadership, ancl vision is foremost: "Strategic Vision and

Articulation, "sensitivity to the Environment," Sensitivity to Member Needs,"
"Personal Risk," and "Unconventional tsehavior" (Conger & KanutrBo, 1998,

p. 11a). The operational definition of "vision" includes seven statements and
they are included here because they highlight several important points:

1.

Has vision; often brings up ideas about possibilities for the future.

2.

Provides inspiring strategic and organizational goals.

3.

Consistently generates new ideas for the future of the organization.

4.

Entrepreneurial; seizes new opportunities in order to achieve goals.

5.

Readily recognize.s new environmental opportunities (favorable
physical and social conditions) that may facilitate achievement of
organizationa I obj ect ives.

6.

Inspirational; able to motivate by articulating effectively the
importance of what organizational members are doing.

7.

Exciting public speaker.

First, statement 1 is circular. Second, like the MLQ, the statements are
less a function of specific behaviors than the effects of those hehaviors on

followers. The factor is not as much a grouping of behaviors as a grouping of
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how a number of different behaviors are perceived to affect the motivations of
followers. The factor title itself, Strategic Vision and Articulation, implies

two separate types of behavior: developing strategy and public speaking.

Third, Conger and Kanungo claim vision is essential for the attribution of
charisma. They do not claim

it is directly related

to leadership effectiveness.

These scholars attempt to show a positive relationship between charisma and

leadership effectiveness, but the link between vision and effectiveness must
be established independently of charisma because many researchers have

offered evidence suggesting charisma is not necessary for effective leadership
(Bennis & Nanus, 1985; Bass, 1985; Kouzes & Posner, 1995; Collins &

Porras, 1997; Senge, Kleiner, Roberts, Ross, Roth, & Smith, 1999). Even
vision is positively correlated with charisma,

it

does not follow

if

that vision is

necessary for effective leadership.

In a study of 252 U.S. managers Conger and Kanungo (1998) evaluated
the effect of charisma, and each of the five sub-scales of charisma, on six
responses: reverence for the leader, trust in the leader, follower satisfaction,

perception of group cohesion, perception of task effrcacy (performance), and
perception of empowerment. They found charisma was strongly correlated

with reverence, group cohesion, and task performance, but it was not directly
related to trust, satisfaction, or empowerment. When the effects of each
subgroup were evaluated independently, the researchers found Strategic

Vision and Articulation was positively correlated with reverence and task
group cohesion, but
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empowerment. This means vision is related to feelings of reverence for the
leader and

it fosters

group cohesion, but since vision is not related to trust,

satisfaction, task efficacy, or empo\ryerment, one cannot conclude vision is a
necessary and essential component of effective business leadership.

Two other studies of charismatic leadership included operational

definitions of "vision." Awamleh (1997) and Kirkpatrick and Locke (1996)
investigated the effects of vision content and vision delivery, among other
variahles, on the attitudes and perception of respondents. These researchers
wrote speeches to operationalize "vision." One speech represented a vision
content condition and the other one represented a no vision content condition.
There were two primary differences between the vision and no vision
speeches in both studies. The vision speeches included specific goals and the
use of symbolic language intended to stress the desirability of the goals,

whereas the no vision speeches included general goals and minimal symbolic
language. Actors delivered the speeches and they used specific voice tones,

inflections, gestures, and other non-verbal behaviors like facial expressions
and eye contact to simulate either charismatic delivery or non-charismatic

delivery of the speeches. These studies were designed to investigate the
effects of vision content and vision articulation, or vision delivery, on the

attribution of charisma and on the perceived performance and effectiveness of
a leader. The study by Kirkpatrick and Locke (1996) also included a

performance test completed by the respondents to determine the effects of

vision content, vision delivery, and task cues on follower performance.
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Kirkpatrick and Locke (1996) found that the vision condition had

a

measurable effect on respondent attitudes toward the task and on their
perceptions of leader charisffin, but vision did not result in higher quality or

quantity of task performance. Interestingly, charismatic delivery style
neither affected respondent attitudes nor did

it improve respondent task

performance. The inclusion of task cues, however, resulted in significant

positive effects on respondent attitudes, and

it increased the quality and

quantity of task performance. Task cues were far more important than either
vision or delivery style in improving respondent task performance.
From these results the researchers reached two important conclusions.

First, substance, in the form of clear task cues, is more important than
communication style for improving follower performance. Even though they
were surprised that the charismatic delivery stSrle had no significant effects,

they noted that their results were consistent with the qualitative results of
Bennis and Irlanus (1985) where neither charisma nor communication style
were important for effective learlership. Second, the researchers concluded

vision is important onl5, to the extent
goals, and to the extent

it motivates followers to set specific

it raises follower

.self-efficacy (Kirkpatrick & Locke,

1ee6).

The researchers could not avoid the potential implications of their study.
When discussing their results the researchers admitted, "a theoretically

important possibility that can be confirmed only through additional research
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is that vision, in fact, has no direct effect on performance" (Kirkpatrick &
Locke, 1996, p. 47).
The third study of charismatic leadership with an operational defrnition of

"visiorl" evaluated the effects of vision content, vision delivery, and prior
organizational performance on perceived leader charisma and perceived
leader effectiveness (Awamleh, 1997). This study included a vision speech
and a no vision speech, and
perceptions;

it

measured respondent attitudes and

it did not include performance

measures like the study by

Kirkpatrick and Locke (1996). Perceived leader charisma was measured
using the MLQ developed hy Bass (1985), and perceived leader effectiveness
was measured with an instrument developed by the researcher. The study

evaluated every combination of the three independent variables.

All three variables, vision content, vision delivery, and organizational
performance had a signifrcant effect on perceived leader charisma (Awamleh,
1997). The vision speech, along with strong delivery and high previous

organizational performance resulted in the highest respondent ratings for
perceived leader charisma. Vision delivery and organizational performance
had a significant effect on perceived leader effectiveness, but, interestingly,

vision content did not. The vision content speech did not result in higher
perceived leader effectiveness. Speech delivery, or style, was more important

than speech content.
In concert with four other studies cited, Awamleh concluded followers do
not assess leader effectiveness baserl on vision: "It seems appropriate to
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suggest at this point that when assessing the effectiveness of the leader,

followers do not consider speech content to be an important factor" (1997, p.
108). Since the "vision" speech was carefully crafted to represent the concept
of vision, and

it was contrasted with

conclusion suggests a vision
Speech delivery and

a "no vision" speech in the study, this

will not increase perceived leader effectiveness.

prior organizational performance are far more important

than vision for follower attributions of effectiveness.

'T'ision" in general studies of leadership. Operational definitions of
"vision" were found in three empirical studies intended to investigate the
concept independently of charisma or transformational leadership. The three

studies are reviewed and discussed below.
One researcher (Davis, 1995) completed a two-part study,

first to evaluate

the degree of shared vision within an organization, and then to determine the
effect of shared vision on group coordination, group cohesion, individual

commitment, individual satisfaction, individual motivation, and group
performance. To make vision operational, Davis (1995, p. 17) adopted a

simple definition of vision, "Vision is

aru

ideal image of the future." The

researcher assumed. everyone held their own ideal image of the future and

part of what she set out to do was determine the degree to which people in
the organization either did or did not share the same ideal image of the

future.
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In the first part of her study, Davis (1995) completed interviews and
analyzed the contents of follower responses to determine the degree to which

they agreed on similar aspects of their ideal future. In the second part of her
study she used a survey instrument to measure attitudes and perceived
performance.

Davis (1995) flrrst found wide disparity in how employees described their
ideal image of the future of the organization. There was little agreement in
the images portrayed so Davis evaluated two aspects of shared vision: "actual
shared vision" and "perceived shared vision" (Davis, 1995, p. 140). Actual
shared vision was determined bv those few elements followers shared as

determined by content anafy=i*, and perceived shared vision depended upon a
survey instrument designed to determine how much a respondent believed
others shared their images of the icleal future for the organization. In this

latter approach, vision was not represented as ideal images as much as it
represented goals and puryose.

Neither employee attitudes nor performance was signifrcantly influenced
by actual shared vision. Yet. employee perception of shared vision was
positively correlated with follower attitudes about work group coordination,

work group cohesion, organizational commitment, pay satisfaction, social
satisfaction, supervisory satisfaction, and collaborative behavior. These
results suggest that

it is important for each individual in the work group

to

believe others have the same understanding of the group's purpose and goals.
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it is necessary,

or even helpful, for

a leader to promote his or her image of an ideal future. Every

individual has

his or her personal ideal, and the future is inherently unknowable no matter
how the leader communicates it. Even when employees have some elements

in common, the more important consideration is the degree to which followers
understand the group's purpose and goals. Leaders, therefore, need to

articulate the group's common purpose and goals, not vision. W'hen followers
believe there is widespread agreement on a common purpose and goals, their

attitudes will hecome more positive and their behavior wiII be more
collaborative.
Kouzes and Posner (1995) also completed a study investigating the impact
of vision on business leadership. These researchers developed a popular

survey instrument based on interviews, case studies, and quantitative
research. The Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI) evaluates and

distinguishes behavioral practices of effective and non-effective leaders. The

LPI contains five factors that Kouzes and Posner claim make up the
fundamental practices of leaders: Challengrng the Process, Inspiring

a

Shared Vision, Enabling Others to Act, Modeling the Way, and Encouraging

the Heart (Kouzes & Posner, 1995, p. 9). Each factor is measured hy
responses to six statements describing leader behavior. The six questions

that operationalize the practice called Inspire a Shared Vision are most
important for this thesis.
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Verbatim LPI statements were not found in the literature, and
unfortunately Kouzes and Posner (f 995) offered conflicting notions of how to
define "vision." On one hand they declared a vision is a statement that
describes an ideal and unique future for the organization, "'We define a vision
as crn ideal antd unique intage of the future" (Kouzes

& Posner, 1995, p. 95).

On the other hand, they were ambivalent. "Not everyone we interviewed used

the term uision, in describing leadership practices. Some referred instead to
purpose, missiort, legacy, dream, goal, ealling, ot personal agenda. No matter

what the term, though, the intent was the same: leaders want to do
something signifi.cant, to accomplish something that no one else has yet
achieved" (Kouzes & Posner, 1995, p. 94).
Some of the elements of the operational defrnition of "vision" in the

LPI

were identified from a seconclary source (Currin, 2001):

e

Communicates what the team is trying to accomplish.

.

Communicates how team member efforts are aligned with larger
organizational goals.

r

Uses values to guide action

.

Shapes a common understanrling of team goals.

These statements correspond more closely to concepts like setting goals

and team facilitation rather than creating an ideal and unique image of the

future. Without details of the specific statements, it is inappropriate to reach
definitive conclusions regarding the operational defrnition of vision.
Nevertheless, Kouzes and Posner (1995) studied 433 leaders by analyzing the
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relationship between follower ratings of leader effectiveness scores and
follower ratings of the LPI factors. Regression anatysis showed the LPI scores
accounted for only 55 percent of the variance in follower ratings of

effectiveness (Kouzes & Posner, 1995, p. 350). Even if vision accounts for
most of the variance,

it is still

a small element of leader effectiveness.a This

study does not support the claim vision is essential for effective business
leadership.

Martin (1996) also completed a study of leadership effectiveness with an
operational definition of "vision". This investigation evaluated the
relationship between two independent variables-vision and trust, and a
single dependent variable-the attitudes of followers. To measure the
variables the researcher used a survey instrument called The PROFILOR@.
This survey instrument contains five questions each to measure vision and

trust, and six questions to measure follower attitudes toward the leader. The
items to measure vision are based on respon-qes to the questions listed below

(Martin, 1996, pp. 89-90):
"To what extent does the person:

.

Foster development of a common vision?

.

Provide clear direction and define priorities for the team?

.

Clarifi, roles and responsibilities with team members?

e Link the team's mission to that of the broader

organization?

{ Coefficients for each factor in the LPI were not reported so it is impossible to tell
the
relative importance of vision.
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Make the team mission and strategies clear to others?"

Two observations are important. First, as with Conger and Kanungo
(1998), question 1 is circular. Second, these questions do not include any
concepts related to images of an ideal future or ideological goals. The face

validity is questionable because it is not clear how these hehaviors are
related to the essential features of vision, and they are not differentiated
from basic group facilitation behaviors.
As expected, the results indicated vision and trust were both positively
correlated with follower attitudes. Interestingly, however, trust was much
more strongly correlated with follower attitudes than was vision. "While

it

is

important that leaders focus on setting the vision for followers, it is perhaps
more desirahle for leaders to focus on establishing an environment where

trust is pervasive" (Martin, 1996, p. faO). Again, the claim vision is essential
for leadership effectiveness is not supported.
Table 3-1 summarizes the empirical investigations of vision.
Table 3-1. Summary of Empirical Studies of "Vision".

Study

Approach to Make
"Vision" Operational

Results

1. Transformational Leadership Model
Bass (1985)

Vision is part of
charisma, Survey
Questionnaire

I

Charisma, and therefore vision, not
necessary for transformational leadership.

2. Charismatic Leadership Model
Conger &
Kanungo
(1ee8)

Craig A. Dowd

Survey Questionnalre

a

Vision positively correlated with reverence
for the leader and group cohesion.

o

Vision not related to trust, job satisfaction,
task achievement, or empowerment.
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Kirkpatrick &
Locke (1996)

Speech delivered by
actor

l}

Vision related to charisma, but not related
to quantity or quality of task performance.

Awamleh
(1ee7)

Speech delivered by
actor

a

Vision related to charisma but not to
leader effectiveness.

3. General Leaderchip
Davis (1995)

Content Analysis of
lnterviews and Survey
Questionnaire

lUodel

I

Vision of ideal future not shared by
em ployees.

I

Vision not related to employee attitudes or
performance.

Kouzes &
Posner (1995)

Survey Questionnaire

e

Vision accounts for small fraction of leader
effectiveness scores.

Martin

Survey Questionnaire

a

Vision positively correlated with follower

(1

996)

attitudes, but much less so than trust.

Trust much more important than vision.

Taken together, the empirical work shows the difficulty with developing a

meaningful operational definition for "vision." In their attempts to clarifu the
concept, these works have, ironically, shown how ambiguous and murky

"vision" is. Despite the researcher's declarations that vision is an important
idea, the studies reviewed here show

little

hope of salvaglng the concept. No

matter how it was defined, no empirical evidence suggests it is an essential
element of effective business leadership.
Several scholars expressed direct concern the concept might not be

theoretically sound, while others, in the face of their evidence vision did not
affect follower performance, strained to find ways to justi& it. On the whole,

the empirical evidence suggests there are no useful operational definitions of
vision. Vision is either defined in terms of outcomes, not behaviors, or

it is too

discrepant, obscure, vague and ambiguous to be made operational. Vision is
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widely accepted as important despite the lack of credihle evidence to support

it.
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Chapter 4. Business Problems with Vision
Confusion and Ineonsistent Application of Vision
There are three husiness problems with vision. First, there is widespread
confusion in the business community as demonstrated by the disparity in
how vision is applied. This confusion is not surprising given the academic
problems with the concept. Second, there is a vision industry. Authors and

consultants have recognized the confusion and attempted to resolve

it by

selling their versions of vision. The market is brisk hecause business leaders
believe vision is important. The merchants of vision have established four
conceptual camps for the concept-composite vision, instrumental vision,
heroic vision, or utopian

vision-but all have serious flaws. The third

problem with vision in the business community is that

it

endorses the hero

model of leadership, and the hero model diminishes the role of followers.

An obvious business problem with vision is that leaders simply do not
know what to do when told to create a vision or be visionary (Stacey, 1992).

"Vision is a term used with many different meanings, and there is
widespread confusion ahout it.

It is unclear whether

a mission statement,

strategic objective, value statement, or slogan constitutes an effective vision"

ffukl,

1998, p.

a

B). This is one way

in which academic difficulties produce

practical consequences.

In two separate studies Larwood, Kriger, & Falbe (1993), and Larwood, et
al., (1995) attempted to bring clarity to the concept by evaluating the ways in
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which leaders interpreted and applied the term in practice. Respondents were
asked to provide a written vision statement for their organization and the

researchers analyzed the contents of the vision statements to determine what

the term meant to those who urere using it.
The first investigation studied vision statements received from husiness
school deans (Larwood, et aI., 1993). The researchers analyzed the content of
118 vision statements, and they determined

that the vision statements

included elements from eight major categories and 22 suhcategories. The
eight major categories included Geographic Focus, Teaching, Reputation,
Service, Produce managers who are..., Research, Students, and Faculty
(Larwood, et aI., 1993, p. 221). Bach category included two to five
subcategories.
One measure of consistency of application includes the frequency

with

which each category is represented within the vision statements. If all of the
vision statements include one of the categories, then that category would
have a frequency of 100 percent. The highest frequency of any category was

only 56 percent for Geographic f'ocus, and the lowest was eight percent for
Faculty. From the long list of categories, the longer list of subcategories, and
the low frequencies of inclusi.on for each one, it is easy to see the respondents
had a broad and varied interpretation of "vision."

In addition to content analysis, the respondents were asked to evaluate
the extent to which their vision statement agreed with each of 26 descriptors.
The researchers based their choices for descriptors on a literature review of
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"vision." Examples of some descriptors include risky, conservative, flexible,

well communicated, inspirational, general, purposeful, and planned
(Larwood, et al., 1993 p. 223). A cluster analysis showed that the responses
clustered into three distinct groups. Since each grouping was based on the

vision statement descriptors, the researchers suggested each cluster defrned a
different type of leader based on the type of his or her vision. The largest
cluster of respondents, 53 percent, were those who evaluated their own vision
statements in ways that raised questions ahout their understanding of the
concept (Larwood, et al., 1993):
Cluster 2 deans were distinguished by having visions that they
considered /ess descriptire of u'hot is tokhtg ploce,less detoiled or
focused, less /orrn olized, less p/orured, and less wtderstood,
conlilLtuticoted or occepted. Overall, they seem to have developed a
non-specific mental picture that is not necessarily in touch with the
situation or with the vien's of others, a sort of I'll-recognize-it-whenwe-get-there approach (p. 222).

Even though the researchers suggested the visions of these respondents
are just less clear than the visions of the others, another reasonable

conclusion is that most people are confused about what constitutes a vision at

all.
The researchers recognized their studl'did not clear up the confusion

surrounding vision, and thel' questioned the meaning of the term by
concluding (Larwood, et al., 1993),
The evidence suggests that the often asked question'What is your
vision?'should have two parallel questions added to it:'How will you
develop your vision for this situation?' and 'How will your vision
provide an appropriate fit here?' These last two questions may, in the
final analysis, be far nrore appropriate and revealing test questions
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for prospective executives than those merely sizing up the vision itself
(p. 23a).

This study suggests business school deans have diverse interpretations for
"vision" and they apply the concept to a wide range of topics and activities.
There is no evidence of consensus regarding the meaning or use of the term.

In a second study, many of the same researchers (Larwood, et aI., 1995)
examined vision statements supplied by senior executives from 331 U.S.
business organizations. They used similar methodolory, but targeted

different respondents and conducted additional analyses. The overall
response rate for the second study was 34 percent, and nearly all of the

respondents provided a vision statement. Nevertheless, the researchers

admitted, "...the open ended question [asking for a vision statementJ
represented a demand condition inviting the formulation of a vision and
suggesting its social desirability to individuals who may not have previously

explicitly considered the iclea." (Larwood, et aI., 1995, pp. 76L-762).
A factor analysis of the 26 vision self-evaluation items and identified
seven iCistinct factors. Overall, the conclusions were similar to the

first study:

"Vision showed a multi-faceted structure, with factors for vision formulation,
implementation, and innovative realism being most prominent" (Larwood, et

al., 1995, p. 740). There is no evidence of a consistent understanding of the
term among business executives. On the contrary, the results raised doubts
about the validity of the concept (Larwood, et aI., 1995):
...questions might be raised concerning validity. For example, how
unique is the phenomenon of vision-is it a proactive view of the
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future produced by a highly perceptive group of executives in a
particular situation, or is it merely an answer produced reactively to
the presently popular question, Do you have a vision?" (p. 766).
The latter half of this quotation seems to be an accurate representation of the

situation within the business community.
Another study provides insight into the discrepant use of "visiorl" within
the business community. Baum, et al., (1998) completed a longitudinal study

to understand the relationship between vision and vision communication to
company growth. These researchers set out to investigate the relationship
between the vision statements of CEOs (whether they had a vision statement
or not, and if so, its content and its articulation) and their companies'
performance over a two-year span. Each CEO was asked to provide a vision

statement and to identifu an employee who was willing to participate in the
stucll''. The employee participants were asked questions about the CEOs and

the companies' vision. The vision statements along with the responses from
the employee participants, and the company performance results provided
the data for the study.
The sample included 183 respondent pairs: 183 CEOs along with 183
employee participants. From the perspective of this thesis, Baum et al.,
(1998) produced two significant results. First, the researchers found a
ctifference in company growth performance between those companies whose
CEO provided a vision statement, and the companies whose CEO did not.
Sixt,v*-nine percent of the CEO respondents provided a vision statement, and

the average annual sales growth of their companies was 12.4 percent. The
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annual sales growth of the other companies was 5.5 percent. The sheer
presence of a vision statement seemed to matter: "CEOs

with no vision

performed signifrcantly worse than those with visions ...having a vision as
opposed to not having a vision is important (Baum, et al., 1998, p. 52).

The second important finding was that vision articulation is more

important than either vision content or vision attributes (Baum, et aI., 1998):
Our model showing indirect effects of vision through vision
communication explained our data best. Although there was a
signifrcant direct effect of vision on venture growth, the indirect
effects through vision communication were more important (p. 51).

The results and conclusions of this study seem to refute the main claim of

this thesis. It is critical to note, however, that these researchers asked the
respondents if their companS' had a vision, and

if so to provide it in written

form. The researchers did not ask the respondents if their company had

a

mission, or a strategic plan, or a clear purpose, or strategic goals, or clear
values. The researchers themselve*q acknowleclged that the statements they
received included a wide range of concepts, many of which may not have heen

appropriate for the term. "The visions supplied by many entrepreneur CEOs
incorporated various mixtures of mission, stratery, values, and goals" (Baum,
et al., 1998, p. 51).
The researchers justified their conclusions by suggesting a precise

defrnition was not as important as the individual interpretation of each CEO
(Baum, et al., 1998):
Although some of the reported visions may not qualifu as visions
under some definitions (the)' ma,v be missions, strategies, or goals; or
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they may be unintelligible), we treated all responses as worthy of
study because this study's purpose was to determine whether venture
growth could be affected by whatever CEOs identified as their
operative vision fu. aG).

While one can readily see how the researchers reached the conclusion
vision is important, there are other equally plausible interpretations of the
data"

It is no more accurate to declare vision is essential for effective

leadership than

it is to declare mission or stratery is essential for effective

leadership. Another plausible interpretation is there is widespread confusion

surrounding vision because CEOs used many different concepts when
describing their visions and they applied

it within their organizations in

diverse ways. Finally, vision has tremendous rhetorical appeal because CEOs

will provide almost any type of statement when asked to provide their vision.
The fact that the so-called vision statements were better described as
statements of mission, strategy, or goals, is strong evidence that

it

is

unnecessary to invoke "vision" as a critical element of effective leadership.

When interpreted in concert with the frnding that vision articulation is more

important than vision content, the study by Baum, et a1., (1998) shows
Ieaders who talk with their followers about the organization's mission,

stratery, and goals are more effective.
The studies reviewed here provide signifrcant evidence that vision is not

consistently understood or applied within the business community.

It is

reasonable to conclude there is widespread disagreement about what the

word means and what to do about
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acceptable to use the word in any way as long as

it works. While every group

might reach their own agreements and understanding, it is unacceptable to
let essentially any idea stand for "vision" because it makes it impossible to
replicate success. Vision is then like a placebo. If successful, one cannot have
confidence

it had anything to do with the prescription

used.

If it is to be

useful, a concept claimed to be central and essential for effective business
leadership must not leave so much to chance.

The Merchants of Vision
The wide acceptance of the word "vision" has conspired with its elusive

nature to create a vision industry. Leaders believe

it is important

have created demand for a market to help them get

so they

it. Vision has become an

expensive and wasteful distraction.
The primary problem, as most authors and consultants see it, is the
unchecked confusion. Leaders simply do not understand the concept well

enough to put

it into practice, "Leaders

have

little to go hy when attempting

to craft a vision" (Nutt & Backoff, 1997, p. 308). A common approach for the
merchants of vision is to highlight the current state of confusion, not unlike

this thesis, and then provirle their own unique solution. Unlike this thesis,
however, authors tend to attribute failure to the leader-the substance of his

or her vision, or how they implement

it-not

its fundamental academic

ISSUES.

Authors of popular business publications and consultants generally do not
question the concept of vision directly. "The concept of vision is not the
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problem, but the fact that most business leaders who use the term don't

really understand it and worse still, don't have the faintest idea how to create
and deploy

it" (Thornherry,

1998, p. 208). Some raise the rhetorical stakes by

suggesting vision is of a higher order, or more important than other concepts:
"'W'e

find that vision has some similarities to more pedestrian ideas such as

mission, aim, goal, target, and stratery".." (I.[utt & Backoff, 1997, p.309).

Denigrating other concepts by characterizing them as pedestrian in an effort
to increase the perceived importance of vision is a weak tactic.

It suggests

there are exotic secrets of leadership available if only the leader will spend
the time and money to understand them.
Only one author correctl-v irlentified the fundamental problem with
"vision.," yet failed to see the iron]" in his prescribed solution (Harari, 1997):
"vision" and the mega-consulting
ind.ustry it has spar+'ned. All too often, vision becomes an
intellectually erotic concept that leads to all sorts of pleasant
corporate retreats facilitated b1' nice consultants, resulting in fluffu
overgeneralized statements that adorn conlpany walls and have little
impact on management decision making... (p. 26),

I'm skeptical of all the

h-r'pe about

Personally, I find the idea of "bifocal vision" appealing. Ut] is more
gutsy, earthy, d-ynamic, And utilitarian.." It's an active, everyday,
nonstatic process... (p. 97).

Since most believe the problems with vision are related to confusion

around its substance and application. popular authors and consultants offer

myriad products to fix it. There are executive vision retreats (Nanus, 1gg2),
guides for developing effective vision statements (Lewis, 1997), and services

offering a personal vision coach (Becker, 2001). One author prescribes a ten-

point plan (Segil, 1999), another offers a blueprint for change (Peal, lggg),
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another gives a recipe for effective leadership (Capowski, 1994), and another
hawks a process called Future State Visioning (Stewart, 1993).
There are no dollar frgures for the amount of money husiness leaders
spend on vision, but the sheer number of authors and consultants is evidence

that the market is strong. As the business climate continues to get more
chaotic, the allure of vision

will likely become greater unless leaders begin to

understand its fundamental problems.

In the end, the analysis of "vision" reveals that its practical problems stem
from one fault that gets manifested in four ways. The practical problem with
"vision" is that it is used as a surrogate for any future-oriented personality

traits, statements, intended changes, goals, strategies, plans, behaviors, or
processes

that end up inspiring followers. All four approaches have roots in

the theoretical and operational problems with the concept, and they share its

original function-to inspire followers. Many merchants of vision have
therefore tried to fix vision by transforming

it in one of four general ways

intended to show how leaders can and should inspire followers. A new

typolory is as follows:

o

Composite Vision

.

Instrumental Vision

r

Heroic Vision

r

Utopian Vision

The frrst approach for dealing with the problems of vision, popular urith
business authors and consultants, is to comhine ideas related to leadership
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and motivation, and then create a constellation of traits and behaviors they

claim add up to vision. This approach can be identified as "composite vision."
Composite vision represents all of the disparate descriptions of "vision" in

which authors use the word as an aggregate of multiple ideas or concepts,
often borrowed from theories of human motivation. Any models using "vision"
as a label for a category of ideas or behaviors qualifies as composite vision.

For example, Quigley (1993) claims a vision is the combination of an

organization's mission, goals, and values. Thornberry (1997, p.212) claims a
vision, "embodies purpose. values, and mission in a picture of how the future
organization will look and operate."
Composite vision has practical problems of its own, however, because

it is

easy for a concept to become overburdened beyond repair. Effective leaders

typically use a variety of approaches to motivate followers. Claiming that
some complex combination of these behaviors is vision is more confusing for

businesspersons than helpful.
becomes meaningless. To

If vision stands for too many concepts, it

simplifr composite vision authors and consultants

have generally taken one of three approaches.
The frrst approach to simplify composite vision is based on the work of
House (1977) and "vision" is used to connote any of a large number of resultsbased, future-oriented concepts like goal, plan, stratery, or objective. This

approach is labeled "instrumental vision." Senge (1990, p. 206) epitomizes

this approach when he suggests, "At its simplest level, a shared vision is the
answer to the question, 'What do we want to create?"'
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Instrumental vision includes any or all aspects of organizations that are
relevant to achieving desired organizational goals. Again, the function of

instrumental vision, regardless of specifics, is to inspire or motivate
employees. Instrumental vision is consistent with a relatively large body of

research suggesting goals serve as "regulators of action" (Locke & Latham,
1990, p. 1). As previously discussed, placing "ideological" or "inspiring" in

front of the word "goal" or "mission" or "strategy" and then claiming that the
combination creates a "vision" is unacceptable because vision is useless when
defrned as an epiphenomenon.

Another approach for simplifying composite vision involves selecting
personality traits that are believed to inspire others and label those as
requirements for "visionary" leadership. This is "heroic vision." Sashkin
(1988), Nanus (1992), and Kets de Vries (1988, 1994) have taken this
approach. As a personality

trait, or as the product of a narcissistic leader,

this approach presents serious issues for leader development. Even though
these authors stress that anyone can develop their "vision" skills, there is

little doubt that being

a "visionar-v" leader is not common;

it is the province of

superstars, prophets and heroes. Often, this approach entails prescriptions

intended to make the leader charismatic and

it therefore directly reinforces

the metaphor of leader-as-savior.
The third approach used to simplifu composite vision involves defining

"vision" in a simple, straightforward way: a vision is a description of an ideal

future. This approach is labeled "utopian vision." This defrnition does have
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the benefits of distinctness and clarity. A vision is a written or verbal
statement, one that involves the future of the organization. Unfortunately,
Davis (1995) showed

it is unreasonable

to expect everyone in an organization

to share the same ideal, and there is no evidence to suggest leaders should

try to get everyone to have the same ideal. Like the other approaches, the
primary function of utopian vision is to inspire emplo-vees. In this case,
popular authors and consultants, along with businesspersons, mistake the
journe-v metaphor of businesrs for a legitimrrte morlel of leadership
effectiveness. A vision is interpreted as some ideal destination for the

organization, as if the organization wus ph1'sically moving somewhere. The
journey metaphor is common in business. but it is more accurate to think of
business as a journey of discoverl' rather than a journey to a utopian

destination (Lind, 1994).
Paradoxically, vision is often cited as a powerful force that provides focus
for followers, and yet leaders often see it prescribed as a complicated
constellation of ideas, tools, processes. and techniques. One author declares
effective visions are alway's specific (Frisch, 1998) while another claims they
should be general (Fritz, 1989). One sa!'s a vision must be stahle and

enduring (Peters, 1987), and another says a vision must be constantly
evaluated and regularly updated (Nanus, 19gZ). One asserts a vision is no
more complicated than a goal (Gardner, 1990), while another claims a vision
is the culmination of an intense process that considers the mission, values,
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aspirations, and goals of the organization (Quigley, 1993). Everyone cannot
be correct.

Yet the argument here is not that these authors and consultants are
ignorant. If one starts with the assumption that vision is essential, it makes
sense to

try to work toward clariff ing the concept. It might be more accurate

to suggest these authors and consultants are simply mistaken. They are often

touching on different elements of effective leadership that can be more clearly
discussed and evaluated without invoking "vision." Ironically, the confusion

surrounding "vision" has resulted in significant opportunities for authors and
consultants to help executives become visionar]', or develop a vision for their
organizations. Rather than providing rationale to reject the word, the

ambiguity and issues surrounding "vision" have been, and continue to

be,

details begging for resolution. As long as executives and businesspersons
believe vision is critical for effective leadership, the.v

will

spend time and

money trying to acquire or develop it. The more the word gets used, the more

it

needs to be clarified. Few have stopped to question whether or not the word

stands for something unique and relevant to leadership in the first place.

Vision and the Hero Model of Leadership
The third problem with vision in the business community is

it

is

inextricably linked to the hero model of leadership, and this model seriously
diminishes the role and importance of followers.
How vision is linked to the personal qualities of heroes, prophets, and
saviors was examined in Chapter 2. Retrospectively, great leaders are often
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called heroes, but the issue is not the characterization after the fact. but the

application of models for improving business leadership. The hero model of
leadership is understood here as synonymous with Great-Man theories and
charismatic theories that rely on preferred personality traits for effective
leadership.These models are baserl on the premise that only those who
possess certain preferred

traits can be effective leaders (Bass, 1990a).

In the hero model of leadership followers are passive ancl submissive. By
defrnition, the hero knows best. so the followers are totally obedient to the
wishes of the leader. They show blind faith anrl total devotion.
The fact that some inclividuals. by virtue of their personalities, are able to

motivate followers does not imply they should be used as exemplars for
models of effective leadership. In fact, there is signifrcant evidence there are
no specifrc traits considered necessar-v and sufficient for being an effective

Ieader (Bass, 1990a).

Unfortunately, the hero model of leadership operates today. Based on its
appearance in leadership literature. the hero model made a comeback during

the 1980s at precisely the time models of charismatic leadership gained
attention (Rost, 1993). Senge (1999) sees the belief in the hero model as a

cultural phenomenon,
I have come to see our obsession with the hero-CEO as a type of
cultural addiction. Faced with the practical needs for signifrcant
change, we opt for the hero-leader rather than eliciting and
developing leadership capacity throughout the organization (p. 11).
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Part of the problem is that regular use of the word "vision" reinforces the
connection between leader anrl hero.
Word choice matters. Words and metaphors are linked to mental moclels
and behavior (Senge, et al., 1994; Lincl, 1994). As Kouzes and Posner (1993,

p. 3) suggest, "Word choices reveal our most basic assumptions anrt color our
most important attitudes about human relationships." For this reason they
chose to use the word "constituent" instead of "follower" in

their work because

"Constituents play a significant part in the success of the enterprise. They
are more than just followers of someone else's vision and values" (Kouzes &
Posner, 1993, p.7). Interestingll'. Kouzes and Posner did not apply the same

rigor to their use of the word "vision."
Thus, relying on heroes is a long-term stratery sure to fail. AII heroes
eventually die, and meaningful progress depencls upon the ability of followers
to develop capabilities and take action independent of any specific leader

(Heifetz, 1994; Senge, 1994). Believing in "vision" encourages the search for
someone who knows the unknowable and who can see the invisible. "Vision"

is a link in the chain that binds us to the notion only heroes can be leaders,
and the losers in this stratery are the followers.
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Chapter 5. Leadership Myopia: Vision Cannot be Fixed
Given the academic and business problems with vision there is
of frxing the concept. Nevertheless,
consequences of its continued use.

little

hope

it is important to address the negative

It feeds the vision industry

and

it limits

leadership practice by encouraging followers to search for, and submit to
heroes.

The story explaining the ascent and sustained popularity of "vision" today
began when new technologies cleveloped rluring the 1970s and 1980s. They

created sweeping forces of economic change for businesses. Employees looked

for leaders who could help them navigate turbulent conditions-in many
cases,

just keep their jobs-and executives looked for ways to lead their

organizations through the challenges of a "world turned upside down"
(Peters, 1987, p. 2). At this same time scholars were proposing and

investigating new models of charismatic and transformational leadership.
These models, which claimed vision was essential, were based on historical

examples of leaders who had remarkable and profound effects on followers.

Charismatic and transformational leaders were men and women who rose to
prominence during times of turmoil and change, and they inspired others to
achieve results far beyond expectations (Bass, 1985, Conger & Kanurgo,
1ee8).

Over time, businesspersons accepted the claim that vision is a general

requirement for Ieadership effectiveness.
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Economic uncertainty and turbulent change created the need for corporate

renewal, which, in turn, created a rallying cry for better leaders. Researchers
who studied leaders of successful organizations claimed, in retrospect, that

the vision of the leader was the single most important element of success.

Improving leadership therefore meant having leaders with vision. The
perceived need for vision resulted in efforts to deflrne it, study it, develop it,
and acquire it. When organizational change efforts failed, and as the business

environment continued to change at a dizzying pace, the perceived need for
organizational renewal heightened, and the

c-vcle

was completed.

A handful of scholars recognized the theoretical issues with "vision" and
they investigated the concept to clarifu the term and create an operational
defrnition. Unfortunately, the-v discovered that the term was slippery and
elusive. There have been dozens of nominal definitions proposed for "vision,"

ranging from a personality trait, to a mental image, to puhlic speaking, to
statements of organizational mission and values, to a description of an ideal

future, to a process for strategy development, to a complex combinations of
these. hione of them have been made operational in ways shown to be

important for leadership. Not too surprisingly, researchers found no
consistent understanding or application of the term among businesspersons.
Vision,
worst

it turns out, is not a unique idea at aII. At hest, it is neutral, and at

it is a wasteful distraction. Since

researchers generally started with

the viewpoint that vision was important and critical for leadership, they were
often surprised and disturbed by their results. Rather than reject the word,
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however, they typically re-stated their assumption vision must be essential

for effective leadership and they concluded further research was needed to
show what their work could not.

Despite the evidence suggesting vision is not a helpful idea for business
leadership,

it has maintained

widespread appeal and popularity due to its

rhetorical allure. "Vision" became attached to business leadership through its
association with charisma. and both words are attached to the metaphor of
leader-as-savior. Being visionar!'. or having a vision is therefore linked to the
hero model of leadership. Those who claim that leaders need vision are

covertly implying that lenders need to be heroes, and the hero model of
leadership minimizes the role of followers.
Given the complexity and nuance of leadership one may object to this
thesis on the grounds that all words are. to some extent, ambiguous. The

claim that any single word shoulcl be banished from the lexieon of leadership

might seem ridiculous. It is the prerogative of any author to use words in the
way he or she sees fit. In fact, the haziness of a word might be its strength,
not its weakness. Its indistinctness ma!' be valuable for accommodating
changing contexts and circumstances" Two researchers (Conger & Kanungo,
1998, pp. 155-156) defended "vision" because of its ambiguity, "I/isioru is a

problematic term with a silver lining. In the literature, the word is used

principally in a heuristic manner rather than to define with precision a set of
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phenomena.... For us, ulsiorr is inherentll,, and will most likely remain, a

primitive term much like the concepts of power or even leadership."

It is valid
leadership.s

to point out there are many imprecise words connected with

It

is through discourse and debate that one reaches a better

understanding of concepts. Suggesting a word be avoicled altogether seems

akin to naive censorship.Logical positivism failert in its attempt to create

a

one-to-one corresponclence between words and observations, and Babbie
(1998) has clearly explained peolrle do not directly share observations with
one another. Words and conceptions describe observations and ideas, and

there will always be some degree of disparitl' between the words we use and
the things we observe. There are no sterilized facts. The ability of words to

bring people closer to a shared experience b1'expressing subtlety, intricacy,
and complexity is one of the strengths of natural language.

That being said, however. there are at least two reasons this objection
should be overruled with regard to "vision." The first reason is there is

substantial evidence that the ambiguity surrounding "vision" has been more
harmful than helpful. "Vision" is a primitive term, and as such it resists
academic precision. Through the approach identified as instrumental vision,

authors have, for example, used "vision'n to mean a goal, or a statement of
purpose, but if

it is simply used as a synonym for another well-defrned term,

then what benefit is there in using the word "vision" in the first place? To
s

After all, I am not advocating the elimination of the word "power" from discussions of

leadership
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answer this problem, authors have typically claimed "vision" entails
something more than a mere goal or something beyond a bland statement of
purpose by adding the requirement that a vision is inspiring or motivating.

Yet, as previously discussed, calling something a vision only if

it inspires

followers is useless. Arry goal, or statement of purpose, or other cleclaration
made hy the leacler must wait in limbo as the

jury of followers decides, based

on some collective level of inspiration, if the statement qualifies as a vision.

Just how inspiring cloes a run-of-the-mill, pedestrian goal have to be so that

it may be called

a vision?

Other authors have approached the conceptual problems with "vision" by
adding concepts together to create composite vision. This approach might
have reached its ultimate expression when authors (Nutt & Backoff, 1997, p.
312) claimed the crucial features of a vision included, "...a possibility set that

offers a mental model of an idealistic future perfect state, which sets
standards of excellence and clarifies purpose and direction." With crucial
features like that, one can easily see why businesspersons are confused about

"vision."

It is unsettling to know business executives think vision is essential

for

effective leadership yet there is only weak empirical evidence to support it,
and nothing close to consensus regarding the meaning of the word or how

it is

applied in practice. If the confusion were benign, there would not be much
concern. Unfortunately, the confusion comes at a price, both financially and

intellectually. Businesspersons pay a price in terms dollars and time when
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they chase vision. Authors and consultants are eager to sell their one and
only correct version of vision, and as those who are eager to lead become more
and more convinced vision is essential for effective leadership, the more

fervently they pursue it. Authors and consultants may benefit, but
businesspersons do not.
On occasion, executives and employees might benefit from exercises in
goal clarification, or strategl' development, or team building, but placing

these activities under the guise of "vision" is misleacling.

It perpetuates the

belief that "vision" stands for something distinct and useful. htrothing about
"vision" has ever been, nor likell' will ever be consistently replicated in
application. By its nature as a primitive term, all but the most trivial efforts
to capture "vision"

will end in failure. After all. how remarkable is it to claim

that business leaders must have goals or mental models? Can one imagrne
business leadership existing without them?

In a self-sustaining cycle of m1'opia. failure has not been taken
evidence "vision" lacks

utilitl'. Rather, failure

as

has been interpreted as the

sign of a poor leader or failure to create the right vision. Vision is a talisman,
an unattainable Holy Grail of leadership. There are no readily available

dollar figures for the amount of mone], corporations typically spend on
Ieadership vision, but given its emphasis in the popular press and the
business literature, along with the number of available consultants,

it is

Iikell' a significant amount of money. Certainly the sheer number of
consultants is testimony to its importance. Without demand, there would be
Craig A. Dowd

Blinded by Vision.

March 15,2001

Chapter 5. Leadership Myopia: Vision Cannot be Fixed

Page 76

no supply. Helping businesspersons find, create, or develop vision has become

big business, but the efforts are guaranteed to fail.

In addition to the costs in time and money, the greatest price for pursuing
vision might be intellectual. Word choices and metaphors are linked to
mental models and behavior, and for a complex social phenomenon like
leadership, our ingrained patterns of thought are particularly important.

Einstein astutely suggested, "Problems cannot be solved at the same level of
awareness that created them" (Judy, 2001) New levels of thinking are

required to advance beyond the problems created by our current
understanding.

Ironically, the same root that gives "vision" its rhetorical power also
obstructs our view of }eadership. Because "vision" is inextricably linked to the
leader-as-savior metaphor and the hero morlel of leadership, we are

unwittingly trapped by it. When he summarized his exhaustive review of the
lead.ership literature during the 1980s Rost (1993) clearly stated the problem,
What we have at the beginning of the 1990s is clearly old wine in new
bottles; great man/woman, trait, group, organizational, and
management theories of leadership that look new because they
bespeak excellence, charisma, culture, quality, vision, values, peak
performance, and even empowerment. It's a snow job...(p. 9t).
... scholars and practitioners alike, not to mention more common folk,
all... understand leadership as having a saviorlike essence in a world
that constantly needs saving (p. 94).

New metaphors and new models of treadership are required. Cling,ing to

"vision" is shortsighted and damaging.

It is harmful

because

it keeps scholars

and businesspersons chained to the idea that Ieaders are not leaders unless
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they are heroic. The vision-free model of leaclership presented here eliminates
the problems with vision because it eliminates the concept altogerher.
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Chapter 6. Vision-free Leadership
Separating Structure and Function from Behavior
The problems with vision can be resolved by discarding the word and

separating the structure and function of leartership from motivational
behavior. The structure anrl function of leadership answer the questions "to
whom, what, and why?". Behavior answers "how?". Because "vision" is always
used in the context of getting someone to do something,

it is linkecl

to

motivational behavior, so the problems with vision can be resolved through
the behavioral aspects of the model.
Many authors assert that we know little about leadership, and to some
extent they are correct (Bass. 1990a: Rost. 19[)3).Leadership is a complex
social phenomenon that

will never succumb to analytical treatment in the

same way as the operation of a combustion engine. This does not mean,

however, there is no hope for improving leadership practice. The leadership

literature suggests a reasonable wat'to broarlll'defrne the structure and
function of leadership together with hehaviors that describe the relational
dynamics between leaders and follower*s (Rost, 1993; Yukl, 1998; McClelland,
1987). A synthesis of these ideas into A new model provides a definition and

description of business leadership that remedies the problems with vision.
The proposed model replaces vision with straightfonnard concepts from

motivation theory, thereby clariS'ing what business leaders can do to be more
effective. Rather than use "vision" as an umbrella term that can mean just
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about any future-oriented concept that turns out to be motivating, this model

is an attempt to look behind the curtain that obscures outcomes with actions.

It highlights

specific behavior intendert to influence others. In that sense, this

model is more helpful for leaders and followers than models that feature

"vision."
The new model decodes "vision."

It

show.s how

three significantly different influence tactics.

it is used as a surrogate for

It sorts the files in the "vision"

briefcase and distributes thcm to other concepts so that in the enrl, the

"vision" briefcase is emptl'. ltr'henever someone uses the word "vision" one can
use the model to quickll- ascertain the mode of influence or motive that is

likely behind its use. Bl' highlighting the essential elements of husiness
leadership and by clari&'ing behavior.q motivating to others, the new model
identifres concepts more likell' to be made operational and reproducible than
present models relying on "vision.

'

Business leadership is a non-coercive relationship in which leaders and
followers work to bring about intended changes to better fulfrll the

organization's purpose" Leaders and followers influence each other hy
arousing affrliation, achievement, and power motives in each other. Many
behaviors arouse these motives, but the specific behaviors most important to

the model include storytelling, setting goals, and developing scenarios.
Figure 6-1 shows the ways in which the three defining elements of
Ieadership (i.e., relationships, purpose, and change) interact to arouse the
three motives (i.e., affiliation, achievement, and power). The model therefore
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clarifies what leaders and followers should pay attention to and what they

it shows how case study examples

should do to be more effective. In addition,

and empirical research can be re-interpreted without invoking "vision."

,/--Relationships

TeltStories

'Develop

l

t

Affilietion

Power

Motive

llofive

Scenarios

------'

Leadership
Purpose
Achievement

.

Change

Motive

t

Set Goals

Figure 6-1. lnteraction Among Defining Elements of Leadership.
The structure and function of busrness leadership is separated from how
leaders and followers behave toward each other.

The first defining element of leadership includes the relationships

involved. Leadership is a dynamic relationship between leaders and
followers. Effective leadership depends upon healthy relationships including
emotional connections and systems or processes for productive interaction.
The second defrning element of leadership is purpose. An organization's
purpose is the fundamental reason for its existence beyond making money.
Purpose is stable and enduring. When relationships intersect with purpose,
one finds the emotions and meaning that are the bedrock of the affrliation

motive. Leadership effectiveness depends upon the ability of leaders and
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followers to develop emotional connections with each other and with the
organization's purpose, and this is typically achieved through stor,'*telling.
The third defining element of business leadership is change. Leadership
effectiveness depends upon the ability of leaders and followers to scan the

environment to identifu patterns of change, interpret their meaning in the
context of the organization's purpose. and then discover desired social
changes for the organization. When the unstoppable forces of change meet

the immovable object of organizational purpose, challenges abound. Leaders
and followers then influence eACh other in attempts to move toward the
achievement of desired change bl- setting difficult and specific non-financial
goals. The challenges of change can be overwhelming, so the power to change
comes not from single individuals. but from collective action. Social power is

the output of relationships, so leaders and followers adopt strategies that
provide positive avenues for the power motive. strategies that enhance
autonomy and choice, strategies like developing scenarios.
Business leadership is the intersection of the three defining elements and

the three modes of influence, and

it is important

to note that all parts

interact and blend. Even though each element can be made operational, they
should not be viewed in complete isolation or analyzed without considering

the context of the other elements. The whole is greater than the sum of the
parts.
An important feature of the model is that

it

decodes "vision." Since

"vision" is used in the context of motivating others, one can compare the use
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of the term against the three modes of influence in the model. One can see

that heroic vision repre$ents a dangerous approach to arouse the affrliation
motive, instrumental vision includes nothing rnore than attempts to arouse

the achievement motive, and utopian vision is a failed stratery for
channeling the power motive
The flrrst step toward developing the model is to describe the three
elements of leadership that define its structure and function: relationships,
purpose, and change. These three elements address who, what, and why of
leadership.

Relationships, Purpose, and Change
Relationships. Leadership alwa-vs includes dynamic interaction between
a

leader{r leaders-and

followers, so any discussions of leadership must

consider all participants. Leadership, then, is a relationship, whereas leaders
and followers are those people involved in the leadership relationship (Rost,
1993; Kouzes & Posner, 1993). Many authors miss this distinction when they
use the word "leadership" in place of "leader" to refer to people at the top of

the corporate hierarchy, as in "the leadership of the organization."G
The distinction between leadership and leader is important for two
reasons. First,

it ensures that models

of business leadership always take

followers into account. Improving business leadership does not mean helping

In fact, when authors use "leadership" to represent persons at the top of the corporate
hierarchy they are t-lpically making the additional mistake of equating leadership with
management.
6
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executives manipulate employees to gain status, power, or wealth.

It

means

helping leaders and followers achieve common goals and enjoy mutual
SUCCESS

The second reason

it is important to distinguish between leadership and

leader flows from the conception of leadership as a relationship. The
emergence of someone as leader of a group is different from the emergence of

leadership. Leadership is always intentional, whereas leaders might emerge

either intentionallv or unintentionallv.

In leadership, people interact with the intent to persuade and influence
one another (Rost, 1993). Even though leaders have more influence than

followers do, leadership is a reciprocal relationship. Leadership develops only

if people are actively persuading and accepting the persuasion of others. A
person may unintentionally emerge as leader if he or she ends up being the
most influential person even though there was no explicit desire to be the
leader at the outset. In that case, the leader emerges, but since he or she is,
by defrnition, trying to influence others, the leadership relationship that
develops is intentional. When leadership is happening there are always

active and willing participants in the relationship.

It

is leadership only

if

leaders and followers actively try to persuade each other to adopt particular

viewpoints or take particular courses of action (Rost, 1993).

In addition to being intentional, there is one other requirement for the
nature of leadership influence.

It

is widely accepted that leadership involves

non-coercive influence (Burns, 1978; Bass, 1990a; Rost, 1993; Kouzes &
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Posner, 1993, 1995; Yukl, 1998). In leadership. influence and persuasion do

not mean telling or selling. Dictators, generals, police officers, or managers
who grve orders by threat of force or punishment are not involved in
lead,ership. Obedience, compliance. and pas-sivity are not hallmarks of

leadership. As a non-coercive relationship. leaders and followers actively

listen, negotiate, and collaborate (Rost. 1993: Conger, 1998; Senge, et al.
leee).
The requirement that leadership be ba-sed on non-coercive influence is one
element distinguishing leadership from management. By defrnition, business

organizations with any tt'pe of hierarchl' huve authority relationships. Like
leadership, management is a relationship in which people intentionally

interact and influence each other. Unlike leadership, however, management
relationships always include formal authoritl'. Persons in higher level
positions have authority, or positional power. over persons in lower level jobs,

but this does not imply leadership. Gardner (1990) stated it well:
Confusion between leadership and official authority has a deadly
effect on large organizations. Corporations and government agencies
everywhere have executives who imagine that their place on the
organization chart has given them a bodl' of followers. And of course
it has not. They have been given subordinates (p" 3).

Supervisors can use rewards and punishments to get subordinates to do

somethitg, although by no means does this imply that managers always use
coercion to get things done. In addition. coercion is not necessarily negative.

There may be times when success depends upon fast action requiring orders

from the boss. The important point is that whenever positional power is the
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primary or dominant means of influence. the relationship is not leaclership.
Managers can also be leaders, but onlf if their influence is hased on expert or

referent power, not positional power (Rost. 1993: French & Raven, 1959).
The relational aspect of leadership has led some authors to the conclusion

that leadership is fundamentalll' a process or a system, and many authors
have noted leadership shares similarities with other dynamic, non-linear
processes (Senge, 1990: l4'heatlel', 1$S,4: Blank. 1995; Zohar, 1997).

Leadership has been studied bf' making analogies with quantum mechanics,
biological systems, and new areas of studl'that come under the headings
Complex Adaptive Systems, Chaos. and Complexity Studies. These

viewpoints provide a Iegrtimate per.spective from which to evaluate
Ieailership, but they miss an important point.
Even though

it can be helpful to view leadership as a system or process, it

is also limiting. Authors who have describecl leadership as a process have
tended to focus on the interactions and their emergent effects without
addressing the affective components of human relationships. Human

relationships always include emotions. Models of complex processes involving
autonomous agents generally do not. The essential role of affect in human

relationships is important in leadership, so affect is directly included in the
model. Emotions, as part of relationships, provide the bridge to connect
people with purpose.

Figure 6-2 summarizes the important aspects of relationships in the
vision-free model of business leadership.
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Relationships

r Non-coercive influence
r lntentional persuasion
. Affect: emotional connections are essential
. lnteractions: non-linear dynamic processes

Figure &2. Key Aspects of Relationships in Vision-free Leadership.
Leadership is a relationship, so it defines the people involved and how they interact

Purpose. Purpose,

b_"*

itself, does not help distinguish leadership from

other types of non-coercive relationships. With respect to business leadership,
however, the organization's purpose beyond making money plays a central,

critical role (Collins & Porras, 1997, p.2). It therefore deserves specific
attention and discussion.?
Research by Collins and Porras (1997) provides crucial insight into
business purpose. Their six-year study compared the "best of the best"

companies in each of eighteen industries with a set of less successful
comparison companies to better understand "the underlying factors that
account for [the outstanding company's] extraordinary long-term position"

(Collins & Porras, 1997, p.2). Interestingly, the researchers chose to call the
outstanding companies "visionary," even though they identifred many of the
same issues outlined in this thesis (Collins & Porras, 1997):

Some authors use the term "mission" instead of "purpose." f do not make a distinction
between them. For this thesis they can be treated as synonyms, but I am not inclined to use
7
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In 1988, w€ began to wrestle with the question of corporate "vision":
Does it actually exist? If so, what exactl-"* is it? Where does it come
from?... Vision had received much attention in the popular press and
among management thinkers. -vet rve felt highly unsatisfied by rvhat
we read. For one thing, the term "vi$ion" had been tossed arouncl by
so many people and used in so many different ways that it created
more confusion than clarification. Talk about a muddled mess! (p.
I 1).

The inclusion of the word "visionary" in the title of their book highlighted

the rhetorical power of the word because the authors were clear that
charisma, vision, and visionarl' leadership. were not important for creating
an extraordinary organization (Collins & Porras, 1997):
A high-profile chorisrttolic sfy/e is o&solutely not requi,red to
successfully sltope o lisionor"t' cotnpottl'. Indeed, rve found that some of
the most significant chief executives in the history of the visionar)'
companies did not have the personalitl' traits of the archetypal highprofile, charismatic visionar!' leader" 1p. 32).
Successful and enduring business organizations shared one remarkable

feature that differentiated them from their less successful counterparts.
Compared to the eontrol Sroup, the outstancling companies were more clearly
based on a purpose beyond making mone!'(Collins & Porras, 1997). The

outstanding organizations were profitable often because of their attention to

their non-financial purpose, not the other wav around (Collins & Porras,
1

997):

Profitability is a neces$ary condition for existence and a means to
more important ends. but it is not the end in itself for [outstanding]
companies. Profit is like oxygen, food, water, and blood for the body;
they are not the polrut of life, but without them, there is no life" (p.
55).

"mission'' because of its theoiogical roots. and by implication, its association with the leader
as savior metaphor.
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Enduring organizations frnd ways to make money, but they do so by
maintaining focus on their purpose.
Compared to the outstanding companies, the less successful companies
were far more concerned with maximizing shareholder wealth and increasing

profits without being equaltry focused on their purpose beyond making money.
The lesson for leaders is clear. Effective business leaders tend to ask and
discuss the question, "Why are we here?" before they ask and discuss, "How
are we going make more money?"

A clear organizational purpose is critical because it guides action.
Employees can more readil-v evaluate decisions to ensure they are consistent

with the organization's purpose. While financial implications must be
considered, they take second priority to the fulfrllment of the organization's

purpose. For example, Sony launched the Walkman CD player, 3M

introduced Post-It Notes, Merck gave Third World countries the drug
Mectizan, and WaI-Mart put greeters at their store entrances not because of
cost-benefit analyses. In fact, in each of these situations there was evidence
the endeavor would lose money, at least in the short term. The outstanding
companies did these things because they supported their core purpose

(Collins & Pomas, 1997). The decisions turned out to be financially benefrcial

in the long run, but these companies had reasons to believe the opposite
would happen.
An organization's purpose can be expressed in a formal written statement,

but it need not be. Whether written down or not, however, executives and
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employees of the outstanding companies readily articulated the

organization's purpose. It was rooted in the history of the organization, often

originating with the founders, and the degree to which it was shared was not
accidental. Typically, the outstanding companies applied rigorous hiring

criteria to ensure "tightness of fit" between new hires and the organization's
purpose, and they had formal training systems to "indoctrinate" employees

(Collins & Porras, 1997, p. 123)" Bv virtue of their employment and
involvement in the organization. those within the organization shared its
purpose.

Organizational purpose has two important features. First, purpose
transcends time. One can be concerned with fulfrlling an organization's
purpose today, tomorrow, and any time in the future. Deming (1986, p. 24)

identified constancy of purpose as the number one principle for business
transformation, "There are two problems: (i) problems of today; (ii) problems
of tomorrow, for the company that hopes to stay in business." Enduring

organizations have an enrluring purpose beyond making money. Purpose is
therefore easily distinguished from purely future-oriented concepts like goal
or vision. Specific goals, like all connotations of instrumental vision are

strictly future oriented and temporal. Goals are important, but they have a
finite end and they change abruptly based on circumstance. An organization's
fundamental reason for being beyond making money, however, should not
change.
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Second, organizational purpose entails principles, or what some refer to as

values. Any answer to the question, "\Vhv rloes this organization exist?"
includes certain tenets to the exclusion of others. Purpose delineates,
excludes, and provides bounclaries around what is important, ancl it therefore

implies meaning.

In the context of business learlership it is important to carefully define
guiding principles and values because people do not need to share inclividual
values for effective leadership. All groups adopt behavioral norms despite

disparity in individual values (Shein. lgS2: Stacey, 1992). People do not need
to share all the same personal value.s to share ngtreements about appropriate
behavior within the group. In fact. some remarkable group accomplishments,

like the creation of the personal computer. the development of the atomic
bomb, and the discovery of the double helix suucture of DNA were based on

collaborations in which the participants had radically different, often
conflicting personal values (Schrage. 1995).
Groups do need to establish consensus on the means for attaining

organizational goals, the criteria for evaluating success, and corrective
strategies for dealing with problems (Shein. 1992, p. 52). Guiding principles,
therefore should be identified and articulated so group members can apply

them to judge existing norms, and change them if desired (Collins & Porras,
1997). Leadership, then, does not depencl on members who share the same

personal values. Rather,

it depends on a clear set of operating principles

to

guide behavior and decisions.
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These conclusions are neither unique nor new.

Vaill (1978) studied high-

performing systems and he concluded the most important common
characteristic of outstanrling groups is

the-v*

have a clear purpose. He stressed

all high-performing systems are "clear on their broad purposes anrl on
nearer-term ohjectives for fulfilling these purposes. They know why they
exist and what they are

tr_v*ing

to do" (\-aill. 1978, p.26).Vaill coined the

term "purposing' to rlescribe the behaviors of leaders within these highperforming systems.
A critical implication of organizational pur?ose for leadership is that
purpose has both instrumental and affective components. From an

instrumental perspective, purpose provide-s .stable direction and clarity. It
helps guide behavior of learters and followers in the present and

it informs

decisions about the future. Purpose is the founclation for daily activities and

the lens for identifuing future challenges and setting goals. Leaders and
followers in high performing organizations share an understanding of the
organization's purpose and the-v act in wavs that support it.
From an affective perspective, purllose entails what is meaningful to the
organization's members. Purpose establishes boundaries and is a delining
element of an organization's culture.

It therefore creates some emotional

connections with every member of the organization (Shein, 1992). There are
no value-free leadership relationships (Heifetz, 1994).
Some may be inspired by the organization's purpose, but that is not
necessary. The important point is that the emotional connection to an
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organization's purpose creates commitment independent of any specific
leader.

All leaders, whether considered "visionary" or not, eventually

die.

Enduring companies have not relierl on heroes (Collins & Porras, 1997). The
failures of companies that have relied on heroes provide evidence suggesting

that the savior model of business leadership is a poor long-term strategl". It is
not practical to find a new savior every time the current one dies.

Outstanding companies do not depend on heroic leadership. Thel' rel5, on
emotional connections and commitment engendered by their enduring
purpose.

Figure 6-3 highlights important aspects of purpose in the vision-free
model of business leadership.

Purpose

.
.
.
.

Reason for existence beyond making money
Transcends time - stable and enduring
Guides behavior and decrsions
Defines organizational principles and norms

Figure 6.3, Key Aspects of Purpose in Vision-free Leadership.
Purpose provides an unchanging foundation for the leadership relationship

Change. If pu{pose is like a rock, then change is like the weather. Social
change is ubiquitous but unlike the weather, its pace is accelerating. The
evidence pours in daily on the front pages of the newspaper,
homes on television,
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instantly downloaded to computer monitors via the World Wide Web. It is
important to understand the role of change in the vision-free leadership
model.
Businesses are changing the ways in which they operate and interact, and

for better or worse, these changes simultaneously shape, and are shaped by,
the larger business communitl'. There is considerable anxiety around the

ability of tl.S. businesses to adapt and thrive in the midst of sweeping
change, and there is reason for concern (Drucker, 1994). Businesses are
engaged in a complex dance with shareholrlers, employees, suppliers,

customers, competitors, and the communities in which they operate.

It is a

dance with no choreographer, And the music is speeding up. The pace of
change is accelerating at an exponential rate. and
speecl at which news is spread

it is only eclipsed

by the

(Hurzweil. 1999).

Although few dispute the claim that change is continual and accelerating,
there are many different viewpoints about the nature of change, and
therefore the implications of change for leaders and leadership. Change is
central to leadership because change defines the function of leadership.

If

organizations did not experience the need or desire for change, there would
be no need for leadership. In leadership. Ieaders and followers work to bring

about significant social change within the organization, "By social change I
mean here real change-that is, a transformation to a marked degree in the
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attitudes, norms, institutions, and behaviors that structure our daily lives"
(Burns, 1978, p. ala).
Business leadership, then, is a relationship fundamentally concerned with

organizational transformation around an unchanging purpose in adtlition to
making money. If there are no people actively collaborating to alter attitudes,
beliefs, or behaviors, then leadership is not happening, and the organization
is operating with management relationships alone. People are only involved

in leadership when they are actively working to alter beliefs or behaviors in

a

significant and meaningful way (Rost, 1993). Management relationships exist
to coordinate activities within corporate structures and processes already in

place. Managers and subordinates work within existing systems, whereas
leaders and followers work

oru

the system or flrourud the system.

Organizations are always engaged in management, but not necessarily
leadership.

Much of the organizational change literature outlines specific steps for
implementing planned organizational change. There are many "how to"
manuals for transforming organizations (Adams, 1986; Kotter, 1996; Wall,
Solum, & Sobol, 1992; Mink, Esterhuysen, Mink, & Owen, 1993). The model
here does not include a "cookbook" approach because there is evid.ence

intentional change cannot be accomplished with any one set of steps (Bolman

& Deal, 1997; Collins & Porras, 1997). Intentional change in the model here
does not imply or require a "change program." Although intended change is
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not accidental, transformation is more of an organic process than

a

mechanical one. Effective leadership hinges more on the ability of leaders
and followers to experiment and shape beliefs in the

*iart

of ambiguity and

complexity rather than on the irlentification of the "right way" to implement
change (Hurst, 19SS; s.

In addition, a model of effective leadership should not presuppose any
particular type of organizational change. One can set out to transform
attitudes and behaviors with respect to technolory, products or services,
structures, or personal values (Daft, 1993, pp. 252-253). Since any realistic
model of leadership cannot specify either the type of change or an

implementation plan beforehand, it is more important to understand the
general process whereby leaders and followers identify and reach consensus
on the changes they intend to make. So how do leaders and followers identifr
and reach agreement on the changes that they intend to make? They do so by
scanning the environment, interpreting the meaning of their observations,
and discovering the changes needed to better

fulfill the organization's

purpose (Daft & Weick, 1984).e
iVlany researchers (Katz, 1982; Bourgeois. 1985; Jenster, 1987; Grinyer,

Mayes, & McKiernan, 1990) have found organizational effectiveness is

A search of Amazon.com on 2/01/01 using the key words "organizational change" identified
2.006 books. of which 32 percent were published after 1995.
E

The process of scanning, interpretation. discovery, and intended change represents a
modification of the process suggested by Daft & Weick (1984) which included scanning,
interpretation, and learning.
e
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positively coruelated with the activities of organizational members to acquire
and analyze outside information. Effective leadership therefore involves
leaders and followers who energeticalll, scan the external environment to
look for threats and opportunities.
Leaders and followers use a variety of methods to acquire information
about the external environment. Common informal approaches inclurle

reading news publications, perusing journnls (including journals in unrelated
fields), meeting colleagues. visiting customers, and contacting suppliers.
Some organizations are more aggressive and have formal approaches like

participation in trade associations. murket research departments, ancl
outside consultants (Conger & hanungo. 1998). No approach is guaranteed to
be successful, but the more opportunitl' for relevant observation and

interaction, the more likely there will be nerv connections resulting in new
questions, perceptions, and opportunities (Campbell, 1985).
Methods of observation are important, but raw data are meaningless.
Observations must be interpreterl to be useful. The simplest level of analysis

interprets change as a series or collection of events (Senge, 1994). Change
itself is often characterized as the discrete cessation of something old and the
start of something new (Lewin, 1951: Jones. 1968; Bridges, 1988). It is not
surprising one might have an event-oriented understanding of change given
the way information is reported. I.-lews headlines depict events. Events might
be important but they ignore underlf ing trends and forces. Senge (1994, p.
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21) goes so far as to suggest "the fixation on events" is an "organizational

Iearning disability."

A higher level of analysis includes looking for patterns of behavior over
time. Events can be categorized, counted. or sorted, and observations can be
turned into measurements that urn he compared ancl analyzed for trends.
Patterns and trends provide a deeper level of understanding because they are
generally more reliable than inrlividual events for suggesting potential future
outcomes. Trends are generallv mrlre predictive of the future, at least in the

short run, than events.
The highest level of antrly'sis is the identification and description of

underlying systemic structures. S1'stems thinking provides "a framework for
seeing interrelationships rather than things..." (Senge, 1994, p. 68). Systems

thinking looks for underlying sources of influence and feedback loops between
patterns of behavior.

It

recognizes that the whole is more than the sum of its

parts. A systems perspective helps identifr' "circles of causality" where
behavior is both the cause and effect within the system (Senge, 1994, p.73).

Analyzing observations of change from a sy'stemic perspective helps descrihe
and explain behavior.

It highlights underlf ing connections, and therefore

the

major sources of influence. Effective leaclers tend to use a systems lens for
looking at change (Bass, 1985; Senge, 1990; Kouzes & Posner, 1993, 1995;
Katzenbach, 1996).
Observations and analyses of internal and external changes might explain
dynamics of behavior, but they do not, by themselves, have ohvious
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implications for the future of the organization. Leaders and followers make
inferences and evaluate consequences. Interpretation clarifies the meaning of

environmental change relative to the organization's purpose, and from this
meaning, desired organizational changes are discoverecl.

Interpretation is fundamentally a cognitive process achieved through
social means. The social aspect of interpretation is important because

commitment to organizational change hinges on shared interpretations. The
psychological aspects of change are important because interpretation is

fundamentally a psychological process (Bridges, 1988, Tjosvold & Tjosvold.
1995). Interpretation involves dialogue and interactions between leaders and

followers resulting in the creation of new mental constructs or "cognitive
maps" which, in turn, determine relevance, define importance, and suggest
consequences for the fulfrllment of the group's purpose (Daft & Weick, 1984,

p.286).
When leaders and followers wrestle with different interpretations they are
developing shared understanding. People might not agree on the details, but

they reach a new, mutual understanding of the situation and what

it means

for the fulfrllment of the group's purpose. Success often hinges on the urgency
implied by meaning (Kotter, 1996).
The final phase leading to the identifrcation of intended change involves
discovery. In the model here, discovery is not a strange or inexplicable bolt of

lightenitg, rather it is the proce$s of deduction or induction applied to the
consequences identified through interpretation. For example, the appearance
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of new products from competitors might be interpreted as one's own Iack of

innovation, which could lead to the desired change of increasing innovation.
Leaders and followers discover their intended change in the sense that
becomes apparent through the process of interpretation

it

just clescribed.

Discovery is not the province of a single heroic leader. While there might
be some examples of a "lone ranger,'one who has been able to persuacle

others to adopt his or her personal agenda for change, the model here asserts
a much stronger role for followers. I.Ieither leaders nor followers alone

determine the intended change. Leadership is alwa-vs

a

joint venture. and

even though the leaders, by' definition. have more influence and are t1'pically

more visible than followers, there is no role for heroes or saviors in the model.
Leaders don't drive change as much as thel' participate in it, cultivate it, and
grve

it a voice (Hurst,

1995; Heifetz, 1994).

Intended changes then get translated into specifrc goals, strategies, plans,
and procedures. The changes leaders and followers intend to achieve are

realized through specific actions aimed at modifuing the ways in which the
group fulfrlls its purpose. Leaders and followers might not fully achieve the
desired changes, but that does not mean leadership is not happening.

Leadership does not depend upon successful or complete outcomes. There can
be ineffective leadership as well as effective leadership, and there can be

partial achievement of intended changes. One would hardly claim Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr. was a poor leader because the Civil Right$ movement did not

fully achieve racial equality.
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Figure 6-a highlights important aspects of change in the vision-free model
of business Ieadership.

Change

.
.
.

r

lntentional: desired and deliberate
Depends upon scanning, interpretation, and
discovery
New attitudes, behavior, and social structures
Working on or around the system as
lo within the system

Figure 6-4. Key Aspects of Change for Vision-free Leadership.
Business leadership exists to enact meaningful change.

In sum, business leadership is a non-coercive relationship that exists to
bring about organizational change. It is fundamentally concerned with
enacting or mobilizing transformation so that the group can more effectively

fulfrll its purpose in the future. Leadership relationships always include
participants who are actively and intentionally trying to modifu, convert,
transform, or create new attitudes, behaviors, structures, policies, or
procedures within their group or organization. Since the intended changes

are aimed at an organization's purTose beyond making money they are non-

financial in nature. They have economic consequences, but their focus is not
financial.

This model therefore provides a dual context for change. Change is both a
cause and an effect. Environmental changes feed a process whereby leaders
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and followers create meaning and discover desired organizational change.

Intended changes are the outcome of a collective process of scanning,

interpretation and discovery. Intended changes do not originate with heroes,
and the process is ongoing and dynamic. The desired changes might be purely
responsive, or they might be more creative, but change begets change.

Intended change does not imply or require a "change program," although
specifrc strategies and goals typically emerge. Intended changes are

malleable. The process of scanning, interpretation, and discovery is ongoing
so the intended changes typicall-v get modified over

time. Change is a never-

ending process, a dance in which the music changes and the dancers create
new steps at the same time.
The three elements defining the structure and function of business

leadership include relationships, purpose, and change. Leadership is a noncoercive relationship in which leaders and followers work to achieve intended
changes to better

fulfill their organization's purpose (Rost,

model, leadership is a collective endeavor and

1993). In this

it can occur at any level

throughout an organization.
Figure 6-5 shows three intersecting circles that represent the three core
concepts of vision-free leadership. Business leadership is the intersection of

relationships, purpose, and change. These essential elements of leadership
provide focus for those who wish to improve leadership practice.
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Relationships

r Non-coercive
r Affect & lnteractions

Leadership

Purpose

r

Enduring reason
for existence
beyond money

Change

r
r

Extemal

-

|

Scan, lnterpret,
Discover

Guide for action

Figure

&5.

Three Core Concepts of Vision-free Leadership.

Leaders and followers must first focus on the three core areas to improve leadership.

Leaders and followers must focus on developing and improving

relationships-ensuring that influence is non-coercive and recognizing that
relationships entail both affective and interactive components. Leaders and
followers must focus on the organization's purpose. Without a clear and

enduring purpose, there is no wa)' to judge action. Leaders and followers
must also focus on external and internal change-active scannirg, and

interpretation of external changes to identifr' desired internal change.

In this form the leadership model defines the structure and function of
leadership but

it does not speciry

how leaders and followers influence each

other. Since '*vision" is alwa-rrs used in a context of motivating others, the
model must resolve the problems with "instrumental vision," "heroic vision,"
and "utopian vision" discussed earlier. What are the behaviors frequently
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used by leaders and followers to persuade one another? Can the model

provide a framework for understanding motivation and decode the confusion
surrounding vision?

Affiliation, Achievement, and Power
Since "vision" is alwal's used in a context of motivating others, the model

must resolve the problems with compo.site vision, instrumental vision, heroic
vision, and utopian vision discussed earlier. This section argues effective
business leadership hinges on thrce t1'pes of hehavior: setting goals, telling
stories, and cleveloping scenurios. Each t)'pe of behavior is directed toward
one of the innate motives identified b1' NlcClelland (1987). After several

important assumptions are reviewed. each motive, and behavior intended to
arouse each motive, is discussed in turn.

Assumptions regardirrg motives. I\Iotives are fundamental to human
behavior, hut they are just one of several factors that combine to produce

behavior. Behavior is ultimatell' based on motives, values, skills, and
environmental factors like the opportunit)' to act on one's wishes
(McClelland, 1987, p. 18a). Therefore, the motives and behaviors described in

this chapter are not prescriptions intenderl to produce robotic behavior from
others. The claim here is that the motives and behaviors described below are

useful for interpreting observations of effective business leadership, and they
offer guidelines for practical application. They are descriptive in that they
explain behavior of others. and they are prescriptive in that they provide
suggestions for action. Three background assumptions are important.
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First, motives are innate or instinctual. Through the course of history the
drives and determinants of behavior resulting in successful reproduction
have been passed on as instincts. This means everyone has the same four
basic motive systems: affiliation, achievement, power, and avoidance

(McClelland, 1987). Having the same set of motives does not mean, however,
people share the same dispositions towarrl each. Motives vary in importance,

the ways in which they are aroused, and the ways they get expressed. This is

why

it is important for leaders to use a variety of behaviors to motivate

followers.
Second, motives are personal. They' are internal forces

that invigorate

behavior. They originate and exist within one's mind, so no one can truly

motivate someone else. The behavior of one person arouses or encourages
existing motives within another. For example, if one asks a close friend for
help, the close friend often responds favorably.The originator of the request

did not "make" the friend help, but the friend helped because

it

aroused their

existing internal desire for affiliation.

Third, motives can be conscious or unconscious. One might be clear about
the reasons why they are, or want to engage in certain behaviors. For
example, one might know that they have a strong desire to complete a project

(high achievement motive) and then choose to spend extra hours at work to
complete it. Similarly, some people choose to spend time with their families

(afftliation motive), choose careers that offer a high Ievel of interaersonal
influence (power motive), or choose to take a bus rather than an airplane
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because of their fear of flying (avoidance motive). In these situations motives

are conscious. In other situations, motives are unconscious. One might choose

to have dessert after a completely satisfoing meal without any conscious
knowledge why. Most people have had the experience of doing something and

then wondering why they did it.
There are four motive systems. but the vision-free leadership model
includes only three: achievement. affiliation, and power. The avoidance

motive is not included in the model because avoirlance is based on fear. The

intentional use of fear is alwavs coercive so this model does not include fear
as a legitimate mode of influence for leadership. Leaders and followers are

engaged in a non-coercive relationship. Influence and persuasion do not

include scaring, demanding, or manipulating. Leaders do not admonish
followers with the message, "Change or elsel" A relationship in which fear is

intentionally used to motivate behavior cannot be called leadership.
There is no question fear has tremendous power to produce fast and

intense action- The avoidance motive can be very strong, but behaviors
intended to arouse one's avoidance motive are not appropriate for leadership.

This does not mean, however, leaders and followers are never afraid, or that
behavior of leaders and followers never arouses the avoidance motive. There
are many leadership situations in which one's avoidance motive might be
aroused. Even so, this model asserts leaders and followers never deliberately
use fear tactics to get others to act. In fact, there is evidence effective leaders
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reduce fear by instilling confidence in other's abilities to succeed ft-ukl, 1998).

The three motive systems important for the leadership model here include

affrliation, achievement, and power.
The Affiliation Motive. The affrliation motive stems from the need for
people to interact with one other and feel a sense of belon$ng.

It

is the drive

for "estoblishing, maintainhr,g, or restoring a positiue, affectiue relationship

with another

persoru

or

persorus" (McClelland, 1987, p. 347). From a hiological

perspective, the affiliation motive is also responsible for the sex drive, but in

this context it represents the narrower need for emotional attachments. One
author (Glasser, 1984,p.9) called it "the need to belong-to love, share, and
cooperate." The affiliation motive is the root of one's desire to have friends,

raise a family, join a group, and collaborate with others.

It energizes action to

do something that matters, to belong to group that makes a difference in

other's people's lives.
Leaders and followers arouse the affrliation motive by telling stories. In

this context a story includes a narrative, anecdotes, metaphors and
conversations centered around five fundamental themes: self, identity, gxoup
membership, past and future, and good and evil (Gardner, 1995, p. 50).

It has long been recognized that storytelling

and narrative figure

prominently in the lives of influential people and outstanding leaders
(Gardner, 1995; Boyce, 1999). Storytelling is a noteworthy leadership
behavior for arousing the affiliation motive because it might be the most
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powerful way to link people with purpose, "Stories speak to purpose,

motivation, sense of team, and success" (Boyce, 1999, p. 5).
Stories are told for many reasons, but in the context of the leadership
model here, their primary aim is to establish emotional connections with one

another and with the organization's purpose, Stories have meaning; the-v
evoke emotions; they can inspire, and they tend to strengthen relationships.

Stories are mostly symbolic, and they are typically more influential than

logical arguments that rely on facts and figures (Kouzes & Posner, 1993, p.
198). Emotional connections are paramount, "Good persuaders are aware of

the primacy of emotions" (Conger, 1998, p. 93). Optimism, hope, and
confidence enhance relationships and increase the likelihood of group success

(Goleman, 1995; Johnston, 1999).
Stories arouse the affiliation motive because they represent or parallel the

lives of those with whom they are shared. People insert themselves into
stories to understand themselves, Iearn how they

fit into the group,

determine appropriate actions, and decipher meaning from the situation. For
example, stories that depict accomplishment in the face of adversity build
confidence and group cohesion, "[storiesJ help to form and reform a'collective

identit-v' which inspires people with persistence, courage, and faith" (Buckler

& Zien, 1996, p. 39a).
lVhile it is true leaders tend to use narrative as a powerful form of
persuasion

it is important

to note storytelling by followers is also vital.

Researchers (Buckler & Zien, 1996) have found storytelling is more common
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by leaders orud followers within innovative companies as compared to
eompanies considered non-innovative. These results do not mean stories
cause innovation, and telling stories does not guarantee effective learlership.

The important point is storytelling is a clear and straightforward behavior

frequently used and typicall-'* effective for arousing the affrliation motive.
When narrative creates an intense emotional attachment to a specific
person rather than other members of the group or the organization's purpose,

the dangers of charisma emerge. A narcissistic learler can arouse one's

affrliation motive, but the results can be disastrous. Even researchers who
espouse charismatic leadership admit to its "shadow side" (Conger &

Kanungo, 1998,p.211). By definition. a hero is one who evokes awe and
reverence, and the intensitl,' of the emotions distort judgment. Those who

strive to become "visionary" are trying to be a hero. A Ieader can be admired
and respected, but that is not at all the same as being worshipped. Conger
and Kanungo (1998, p.228) recognize that. "The very strength of the

charismatic relationship-deep follower identifrcation with the leader and his
or her mission--can transform itself into a liabilit-v. The dependence of
followers affords charismatic leaders innumerable opportunities for

manipulating the relationship."

Ultimately, control and manipulation are the hallmarks of the
relationship between savior and saved, and it therefore follows that "heroic
vision" does not belong in a model of business leadership.McClelland (1987,
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it a -'personal

enclave" and his research showed

it results

in low group morale and low productivitl'. In the vision-free model, heroic
vision is replaced by storytelling.
Figure 6-6 summarizes the affiliation motive in vision-free business
leadership.

Affiliation Motive

.
.

Drive for positive affective
relationships
Aroused by stories: narrative,
anecdotes, and metaphors

Figure 6-6. Summary of the Affiliation Motive.
People are encouraged to develop emotional connections through storytelling.

The Achievement Motive. In simplest terms the achievement motive is
the drive to accomplish goals (McClelland. 1987). A goal, in turn, is defined
as "the aim or end of an action" (Locke

& Lathaffi, 1990, p.7). When there is

a discrepancy between the perception of the existing situation and what is

desired,

it

arouses one's achievement motive" Goals create a sort of

"structural tension" that induces action (Fritz, 1989, p. 115).

In the vision-free leadership model, a goal is defined as a diffrcult and
specific non-financial outcome that reflects intended change. There are
several parts of the preceding defrnition that deserve clarification.
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The last part of the defrnition just given should be clarified flrrst because

it

elearly distinguishes a leadership goal from a management goal. In business
leadership, goals are non-financial because they are purposely created to
generate action toward the achievement of desired changes based on the

organization's pulpose beyond making money. Leadership goals are always
directed at changes beyond. or in adclition to making money. Financial goals
are part of management, not leadership.
The first part of the definition of "goal" above needs clarification because

it is prescriptive rather than descriptive. Several studies have found
significant positive effects of goal difficulty and goal specificit-v on
performance (Locke & Latham, 1990). Specificity is the degree to which the
outcomes can be measured. Specific goals are quantitative while non-specific
goals like "do your best" or "work at a moderate pace" are general or vague

(Locke & Lathnffi, 1990. p-29).Diffrculty refers to the degree with which

effort and attention are required to achieve the goal. It indicates probability
of success. Simply stated, the more difficult a goal the harder

it is to achieve.

Those who have difficult goals believe that significant and/or sustained effort

will

be required for

their achievement (Locke & Lathrffi, 1990).

Goal diffrculty and goal specificity are connected. Performance studies
have consistently shown the highest achievement occurs with diffrcult

specific goals (Lock & Lathaffi, 1990). Even though

it is important

to set

difficult goals, if a goal is perceived as too difficult or unattainable it will lead
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to anxiety or rejection, and poor performance will be the result (Locke &

Latham, 1990). This presents a meaningful issue in practice. It is impossihle
to know the "right" level of difficulty. This points to the importance of

collaborative goal setting for the morlel. Jointly developed goals tenrl to be
more readily accepted.
Research supports the conclusion that rlif{icult, specific goals are related

to success (Collins & Porras 1997). To emphasize the qualities of specificity
and diffrculty Collins and Porras (1997.p.93) called them "Big Hairy
Audacious Goa1s, or BFLA,Gs." Outstanding companies have BFIAGs more
often than mediocre companies. In reviewing case studies, other researchers

cited clear and challengrng goals as the single most important success factor

in organizational transformation (Schaffer & Thomson, 1992).
Leaders arouse the achievemen[ motive in others by talking about the
discrepancies between the current situation and the desired changes, and by

setting goals. The goals themselves beg for action:

"'W'e

wish to emphasize

that the key mechanism at work here is not charismatic leadership. The goal
itself [is] the motivating mechanism" (Collins & Porras, 1997, p. 105). Thus,
the evidence showing that setting goals is necessary for effective business
leadership resolves the problem with "instrumental vision." If a "vision" is
nothing more than a goal, the only reason to use the word is for its rhetorical
appeal.

Figure 6-7 summarizes the achievement motive in vision-free business
Ieadership.
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Achievement Motive

, Drive to accomplish a specific result
.

Aroused by perceived challenges and
goals

Figure &7. Summary of the Achievement Motive.
Specific, difficult goals provide the avenue for expression of the achievement motive.

The Power Motive. In organizations, power is typically associated with
authority, and it refers to the ability to get others to do something.
Organizational power, Iike a battery, is owned and used to "control" the work
of others. Vecchio (1997, p.71) defined "power" as "the ability to change the

behavior of others." Heifetz (1994, p.61) pointed out people "confer" or give
po$/er to others in "exchange for a service." French and Raven (1957)

identifred five bases of social power: reward power, coercive power, legitimate
power, referent power, and expert power. From this perspective, power is
given, taken away, exchangecl, and used.

It is a social battery pack to make

things happen. Power is used to do things fo others. While this perspective is
suitable for some purposes, the vision-free model suggests a different
perspective of power because there is a difference between behavior that
encourages the expression of one's power motive and behavior that creates

social power.
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It is important to separate the idea of social power from the power

motive.

The power motive is the desire to express social power. Behavior of one
person to arouse the power motive in another is entirely different than

behavior to express one's desire for power. Leaders ancl followers arouse or
encourage the power motive in others by encouraging autonomy anrl by

creating processes for dealing with arnbiguity and conflict, and the most

important process for the model is scenarios planning (Schwartz, 1996).
Behavior that arouses the power motive does not include the description
of an ideal future. Utopian vision is not part of the vision-free model because

it frustrates one's power motive b5, suggesting it is necessary

to embark on

a

journey to an unattainable destination. Utopian vision does not offer an
effective stratery for dealing with complex, organic change. In fact,

it

sugge sts powerlessness.

This model adopts a definition of social power from Musgrave and Annis
(1996, p. 58), namely, "Power is defined as'the quality that results from the
formation. and operatiort. of relatiotr,ships, which giues an indiuidual or group
the ability to initiate, ntctnage, direct, corutrol, arudlor resdst, the process of
Chan ge."' Two aspects of

this definition are important for the model.

First, social power is the output of a system or process. Power systems are
characterized by structures and they include rules, roles, policies, and
procedures, as well as how people perceive themselves within those

structures (Senge, et al., 1999, pp. 140-141). Social power is produced by and
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is the result of relationships. In this model social power is not owned;

it

does

not belong to an individual or a group. Social power cannot be taken or given
away. Power is defined as an emergent property of interaction.
Second, the defrnition hints at behaviors

that arouse the power motive in

others. In leadership relationships, the power motive is based on the need for
people to have some "control over the means of influence" (McClelland, 1987,

p. 269). For example, leaders might eliminate rules, or encourage the

formation of informal teams. or establish s1'stems for "free exploration" of
ideas, or set up cross-functional meetings to encourage problem solving as

ways to provide opportunities to exercise autonomy and free choice. Leaders
and followers do not use coercive force to make things happen. Rather, they
create power for change through behaviors that encourage positive
expression of the power motive in each other.
The power motive is related to the concept of "control," and more
specifrcally for this model, how organizations a[tempt to control change. As
the complexity of the situation increases, goal achievement depends upon

strategies for dealing with change. so it follows that effective leadership
includes the articulation and development of possible strategies (Lock &

Latham, 1990). Typically, the predominant stratery for dealing with change
is expressed through the journey metaphor (Lind, 1994).
The journey metaphor suggests a singular strategy for controlling change,

and

it explains the issues with utopian vision.

The journey metaphor is an

attempt to arouse the power motive by suggesting a simple analogy with
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It is a way of saying, just get up and go! If one is not at the

physical place one desires, then one simpll' has to "take control" by moving to
the desired location.

It might not be an eas]' journey, but it is certainly linear

and straightforward.

Utopian vision is the description of the journey's destination.
an attempt to arouse the power motive because

It

is part of

it suggests that people

simply'

need to pack their bags and get going. \\'hile this model has the benefit of

being simple, case sturlv research has .qhown it is too simplistic anrl

inaccurate to be useful (Hanter. et al.. 1992: Wheatley, 1994; Senge et al.,
leee).
Utopian vision is a poor strategl'for at least, two reasons. First,

it

characterizes change as a linear and predictable process that ends up at a

destination.

It is more appropriate

to view organizations as "fluid entities" in

which motion is "ubiquitous and multidirectional" (Kanter, et al., 1992).
There is no ending- Organizations never arrive. In fact, the absence of any
perceived destination has been associated with success, "There is no ultimate

frnish line in [an outstanding] company" (Collins & Porras, 1997). Second,
utopian vision represents an ideal destination, and "ideal" implies one that is

fundamentally unattainable. It does not make sense to emhark on a journey
to an unattainable destination. If there is no possibility of getting there, one
is ultimately powerless.
Behavior that arouses the power motive includes behavior that recognizes
the complex, organic nature of change, and the need for people to be assertive
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in dealing with it. Case study research has shown one effective way to arouse
the power motive is to engage people in a process called "Scenarios"

(Schwartz, 1996). In the scenario process people explore and discuss their
perceptions of the current situation. their assumptions regarding change, and
features of plausible future situations: "In a scenario process, managers

invent and then consider, in clepth, several varied stories of equalll' plausible
futures" (Schwartz, 1996, p. xiii). This process is important for vision-free
leadership because

it is directly opposed to utopian vision (Schwartz, 1.996):

The point is not to "pick one preferred future," and hope for it to come
to pass (or, even, work to create it-though there are some situations
where acting to create a better future is a useful function of
scenarios). Nor is the point to find the most probable future and
adapt to it or "bet the company*" on it. Rather, the point is to make
strategic decisions that will be sound for all plausible futures. No
matter what future takes place, you are much more likely to be ready
for it-and influential in it-if you have thought seriously about
scenarios (pp. xiii-xiv).

The scenario process arouses the power motive because

it recognizes

the

Iimitations of trying to "control change" and yet offers a strategy for
effectively dealing with the fact that the future is inherently unknowable.
The power motive is arousecl when one has a sense of autonomy and ability to
make choices that influence change.

Figure 6-8 summarizes the power motive in vision-free business
leadership.
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Power Motive

. Drive for control over means of
influence
Two aspects: how aroused, and how
created
Aroused by strategies for dealing with
change: scenarios
Created through interactions

.
.

.

Figure &8. Summary of the Power Motive.
Arousing the power motive in others is different than
creatrng social power through interaction.

Conclusion
The vision-free model of business leadership is shown in Figure 6-9.

Relationships

Tell Stories
t

?

Afrlietiot

Porrer
f,lorrve

hlotive

Leadership
Purpose

Change
llottve

,
Set Goals

Figure F9. Vision-free Leadership Model.
Effective business leadership depends upon setting goals, telling stories, and developing
scenarios in relationships directed toward changes to better fulfill the organization's purpose.
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Business leadership is a non-coercive relationship in which leaders and
followers work to bring about intended changes to better fulfrll the

organization's purpose. Leaders and followers influence each other by
arousing affrliation, achievement, and power motives in each other. Many
behaviors arouse these motives, but storytelling, setting goals, and
developing scenarios are most important.

This model resolves the issues with instrumental vision, heroic vision, and
utopian vision. Instrumental vision is resolvecl by understanding the
intersection between purpose and change. The achievement motive results in
the straightforward process of setting difficult, specific goals. There is no
requirement that they be inspiring or ideological. Heroic vision is resolved by
understanding the intersection of relationships and purpose. The affrliation
motive shows how heroes are replaced by relationships in which stories
create emotional attachments connecting people with purpose rather than to
a heroic leader. Finally, utopian vision is resolved by understanding the

intersection of relationships and change. Offering opportunities for autonomy
arouses the power motive. Rather than proposing a journey to an ideal

future, Ieaders and followers develop scenarios that allow the organization to

fulfrll its purpose in any conceivable future.
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Chapter'1. Why Scholars Should Reject'Yisiorr", Leaders
Should Ignore ft, and Followers Should be Wary of It
"Vision" is worse than a mere leadership buzzword;
become entrenched as a

it is a clich6 that has

critical requirement of effective business leadership.

Scholars should reject "vision". Scholars advocate vision despite its
overwhelming lack of conceptual coherence and operational strength. The
absence of conceptual coherence is a result of scholars not separating the

structure and function of leadership from motivational behavior. The few
available operational definitions for vision have not supported the concept.
Rather, these defrnitions have only served to further cloud an already
overcast meaning.

It is time for scholars to give up the frght.

To that end,

rather than attempt to fix it, scholars should reject "vision" altogether, as
there is little chance the term can ever become precise enough to be truly
useful.
Numerous ideas have been incorporated into the

word-an ideological

goal, an agenda, strategy, images of an ideal future, inspirational

oratory-

and despite, or maybe as a result of, countless attempts to clarify its

meaning, disagreement continues. There is no consensus about its meaning
or how

it

can be successfully applied in practice.

The vision-free model of leadership (see Figure 6-9, page 117) separates

structure, function, and motivational behavior and offers scholars greater
promise of developing operational defrnitions useful for theory and in

practice. While this model does not speciry operational defrnitions for the six
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individual key elements, the model does show a clear theoretical basis for
each one, and therefore provides a solid founrlation for further academic

work. In addition, the model:
o

Recognizes leadership relationships include both emotions and
processes.

a

Advocates commitment to a common purpose beyoncl making money.

a

Avoids blind devotion to ant' single person.

e

Acknowledges that goals are motivating without the requirement that
they be inspiring.

a

Accepts the inherent uncertaintl' of change and suggests processes and
strategies for evaluating, coping, and dealing with transformation
without advocating a journe-"* to a utopian destination.

a

Recognizes that leaclers and followers influence each other by
encouragrng positive expression of one s inherent motives for
affiIiation, achievement, and power.

Leaders should ignore "vision". If "vision" were little more than an
academic distraction

it would be less problematic. Unfortunately,

business

leaders face two serious problems when placing "vision" at the center of
leadership. The first problem is the large publishing and consulting industry

aimed at selling "vision." The confusion surrounding "vision" has teamed up

with its widespread acceptance to create a burgeoning husiness. Convinced
that "vision" is important to their success. businesspersons spend time and
money trying to attain vision and apply it. There are hundreds of products for
sale and the merchants of vision are eager to peddle their special insights.

The analysis in this paper reveals "vision" for what

it really is-an

unattainable talisman.
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The second problem with "vision" is its connection with the metaphor of
Ieader as savior. Leaders shoulcl ignore "vision" because its appeal is based on

rhetoric (Iiterally meaning the experience of seeing God), not substance. Even
though authors are quick to point out problems with "vision," this has had

little effect on its sustained popularitS'. Businesspersons and leaders the
world over have embraced "vision ' as an essential element of leaclership even
though there is no credible evidence substantiating its value. Few would
deny the profound and beneficial effects of seeing God, but exhorting business
leaders to go in search of an epiphany'is hardll, a helpful suggestion, and
has

it

little to do with real leadership.

Followers should be wary of "vision." \'ision is directly linked to the
hero model of leadership and, as such, diminishes the role of followers by
encouragtng total obedience to, and blincl faith in the leader. Followers must
be aware that, hecause word choices shape our understanding and inform our

sensibilities, popular literature will frequentl-"* hint that "vision" includes
something more, something better, something extra for leadership, when, in
fact,

it does not. Followers

can be clrawn into the mystical connotation

inherent in vision and therefore accept the hero model of leadership as valid.
The hero model of leadership is not an old discarded theory;

it

is commonly

used today, and continued use of the word "vision" reinforces its place.

Is there a place for "vision" in today's business environment? Some might
claim

it is useful for them and because their perceptions

define their reality,

there can be no argument. Nevertheless, this analysis suggests the
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underlying ideas and concepts of "vision" are too diffuse to be replicated, and

without some degree of replication effective leadership is reduced to chance.
Placebos often improve health, but they are not prescribed because their

effects are not reliable. "Vision" is. at best, a leadership placebo.
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Appendix A. Segments of the Vision Literature
Table A-1. Vision Literatur+Periodicals

Academic Vision Literature
a

Popular Vision Literature

Primary audience is students and scholars

Primary audience is business persons.

Empirical research? Typically yes.

Empirical research? Typically no.

Academy of Management Journal
Academy of Management Executive
Human Relations
Group and Organization Management
Journal of Management lnquiry
Journal of Applied Psychology
Sloan Management Review

Automotive Manufacturing & Production
Business Horizons
Executive Excellence
Fortune
Government Executive
Harvard Business Review
Human Resource Management
lndustry Week
Journal of Business Strategy
Long Range Planning
Management Decision
Management Review
National Productivity Review
New Management
Organization Development Journal
Organizational Dynam ics
Total Quality Management
Training
Training and Development Journal
Strategic Management Journal
Superuision
Visionary Leadership and Strategic
Management

Workforce
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Appendix. Segments of the Vision Literature
Table A-2. Vision Literature-Books
Popular Vision Literature

Academic Vision Literature
a

Primary audience is students and scholars

a

Primary audience is business persons

a

Empirical research? Typically yes.

a

Empirical research? Typically

no. .

Handbook of Leadership (Bass, 1990)

On Becoming a Leader (Bennis, 1994)

Leadership and Performance Beyond
Expectations (Bass, 1 985)

Organizing Genius (Bennis, 1997)

Leadership (Burns, 1978)

Leaders: The Strategies for Taking Charge
(Bennis & Nanus, 1985)

Leadership Theory and Research (Chemers &
Ayman, 1993)

Reframing Organizations (Bolman & Deal,
1 997)

Built to Last (Collins & Porras, 1997)

Built to Last (Collins & Porras, 1997).

The Path of Least Resistance (Fritz, 1989)

Charismatic Leadership in Organizations
(Conger & Kanungo, 1998)
Charismatic Leadership: The Elusive Factor in
Organizational Effectiveness (Conger &
Kanungo, 1988)

Competing For the Future (Hamel & Prahalad,
1 9s4)
Leadership Without Easy Answers (Heifetz,
1 994)
Real Change Leaders (Katzenbach, 1996).

Organizational Psychology: A Book of
Readings (Kolb, Rubin, & Mclntyre, 1974)

Credibility (Kouzes & Posner, 1993).

Contemporary lssues in Leadership,
Edition (Rosenbach & Taylor, lgg8)

The Leadership Challenge (Kouzes & Posner,
1gg5)'

4th

The Theory of Social and Economic
Organizations (Weber, 1 947)

Building A Shared Vision (Lewis, 1997)
Visionary Leadership (Nanus, 1992)

Leadership in Organizations (Yukl, 1998)

A Passion for Excellence (Peters & Austin,
1 s85)
The Fifth Discipline (Senge, 1990)
The Dance of Change (Senge, et al., 1999)
The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook (Senge, et al.,
1 s94)
" Authors who included their own research in
their book.

Table A-3. Vision

Literatur-Other Publications
Popular Vision Literature

Academic Vision Literature
a

Primary audience is students and scholars

a

Primary audience is business persons.

a

Empirical research? Typically yes.

a

Empirical research? Typically no.

Ph.D. Dissertations: Davis; Martin; Awamleh.

Articles and Essays Found on the lnternet

Masters Thesis: Lind

News Articles
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